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Abstract 
In Javanese traditional culture, banana plants are always exist both in daily life and 
ritual practices. The relationship between banana plants and Javanese people is a close-knit 
connection that affects many aspects of life. Banana plants attain a position of central 
importance within Javanese culture: as a source of food and beverages, daily life usage, and 
numerous ceremonial or ritual uses. The role and functions of banana plants in Javanese 
culture also imply philosophical meanings and wisdom of Javanese who perceive the plants 
as a resemblance of human beings. Also, banana plants affect the socio-cultural dynamic and 
the economic development of creative industries in the study area. The diverse cultural 
resources and sustainable materials support Indonesia to hold a significant role in revitalizing 
and preserving traditional crafts. Thus, actions on sustainability have existed within small 
craft enterprises including banana bark craft industry in East Java. Despite its abundance in 
Indonesia, banana plants are less attractive compared to bamboo, rattan, or wood. Its 
familiarity is the reason why there are still insufficient records about the role and meanings of 
banana plants. 
This multidisciplinary research aims to understand the continuity and changes in usage 
and functions of banana plants among Javanese people. Research results also mention the 
general information about banana plants including its origin and botanical description, and on 
the varieties and their use in Java. The data about developing local craft industry and 
harnessing banana plants potentials in Bojonegoro East Java, as the largest banana producer 
according to Indonesian Bureau of Statistics, were gathered since 2009. This study is to 
uncover hidden potentials of banana plants, to record and to provide information in 
understanding the passed-on traditional knowledge concerning banana plants in Javanese 
culture. The social impacts from this study will not only derived from the collaborative 
process between designers-academia, craftspeople, farmers, government, and Javanese people 
in general but also persuade the change in perceiving banana plants, whether locally or 
globally. This perspective change may affect the transformation in the tradition where the 
villagers are deeply involved with banana plants, namely their craft products as a cultural 
artifact, and the social relationships between the people that collaborating in maintaining the 
material culture. 
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9Chapter 1 Introduction 
 
1.10  The Aim of Study and its Background 
 
This study aims to understand the relationships between Javanese people and culture 
with banana plants as a local material. As an initial research focusing on the relationships 
between human and banana plants through the lens of material culture, the first goal of this 
investigation is to document the unveiled values, roles, and meanings of banana plants in 
Javanese culture. The next step is to understand the relationship between Javanese people and 
banana plants as material culture. To achieve this particular aim, the investigation will argue 
not only the simplistic view of the functional and economic role of the plants but also the 
cultural aspects and the philosophical meanings of banana plants in Javanese ritual pattern. 
The rather complex conception of the relations between the Javanese spiritual belief and 
practice with the utilization of the plants will highlight the novelty of this research. The third 
stage is to uncover the hidden potential of banana barks and to inspire people to explore 
further about how to harness local plants as sustainable materials. This step is essential to 
persuade the people to change their mindset regarding banana plants to make the best benefits 
for the community. 
Since its first cultivation, banana plants have been one of valuable crop plants in the 
Indonesian archipelago. The lacking amount of documents about the origins of banana plants 
led the author to find out the manuscripts that mentioned the plant. Originated from the 
South-East Asia and Polynesia regions, banana plants continue to spread worldwide. While 
the plant itself is widespread throughout the world, the significance of banana plants in 
cultural practice and customs is crucial in Javanese tradition. In Javanese tradition concerning 
with life events, banana plants always exist in various ways and meanings. Not only 
significant in traditional values, but banana plants are also an important element in 
maintaining Javanese tradition in the modern age as a developed and improved artifact, 
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products or goods. Considered as a common and regular plant and often taken for granted in 
Java, there is still a lack of notice and documentations about the use of the banana plant. 
As the author studies Cultural Resource Management with a background in Industrial 
Product Design, this research focuses on relationships between human and banana plants 
through the lens of material culture and tries to contribute in cultural anthropology and design 
theory and practice. Combining multi-disciplinary approach with design thinking method, the 
result of this research will help to promote collaborative opportunities, give solutions as well 
as to bridge multidisciplinary practices.   
 
1.11 Research Location Setting 
 
This dissertation is based on a continuous research in unveiling the role and meanings 
of banana plants in traditional and modern Javanese culture. The study area for the in-depth 
interviews with Javanese ritual performers and the participatory design research in the 
development of banana plants craft industry is both located in East Java, Indonesia. The main 
subject of this research is to unveil the hidden values of banana as a local plant in Javanese 
tradition, and how to utilize it as the essential resource for material culture. The study itself is 
also a pioneering trial to view banana plants as a propitious cultural resource. The discussion 
on the ritual and philosophical meanings of banana plants in Javanese culture is based on the 
author's interviews with key informants in East Java as well as the published documents. 
 
1.3   Research Questions 
 
The research questions are distributed based on the chapter of this dissertation: 
• Why banana plants? Specific related issues are below: 
• What are the significance, functions, roles, and meanings of banana plants in 
Javanese culture?  
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• How to view banana plants through various views of actors involved? Specific related 
questions are below:  
• Where is the origin of banana plants? 
• When did the cultivation start?  
• In the banana plantation, how is the distribution process?  
• Is there any change or adaptation in the way of harnessing banana plants based on 
the actors? (farmers, craftspeople, Javanese people, and design academia) 
 What are the general uses of banana plants in Java? 
• How to understand the relationships between banana plants as a material culture with 
Javanese people? Specific related questions are below: 
• How do Javanese people perceive banana plants? 
• How does banana plants correlate with Javanese culture? 
• What kind of social impacts as a result of this research for the Javanese society? 
 
1.4   Research Objectives 
 
The main subject of this research is to unveil the hidden values of banana as a local 
plant in Javanese tradition. This research also aims to show the way of banana plants 
utilization as a sustainable material. While the term ‘sustainability’ has a very wide range, this 
dissertation defines sustainability as ‘A continual processs of actualizing “the possibility that 
humans and other life will flourish on the Earth forever” (Ehrenfeld, 2008) through a 
conscious maintaining of the balance between ecological, cultural, social, and economic 
conditions.’ This definition suitably encompasses the scope of the study due to the 
multidisciplinary nature of this research that is combining Anthropological methods and 
Design approach. Furthermore, the specific research objectives also include: 
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• Information - Education purpose: to increase knowledge and understanding of banana 
plants, to assess the potential of banana trees as a sustainable, economically viable 
resource for farmers;  
• Persuasion purpose: to provide findings on the socio-economic and ethnobotanical 
framework related to the relationship between Javanese people and banana plants as 
material culture, thus provide different viewpoints to perceive banana plants; 
• Craft promotional purpose: to comprise a summary of sustainable design projects using 
banana bark in small craft industry through the previous design-research; 
• Advocative purpose: to develop a notion of seeing banana plants as an indispensable 
element of Javanese cultural identity for its philosophical value based on in-depth 
interview data collection.  
 
1.5 Research Method and Framework 
 
Several approaches to understand the relationships between human and banana plants 
in Javanese culture include anthropology, design, history, and ethnobotany. Some tools and 
measures to collect qualitative data are participatory observation, interviews, surveys, and 
analysis.  
Research goals are: to document the unveiled values, roles, and meanings of banana 
plants in Javanese culture; to understand the relationships between Javanese people with 
banana plants as a material culture; to uncover the hidden potential of banana barks; to inspire 
the public to explore further about banana plants as a sustainable material. In achieving the 
research objectives, the author collected first-hand data from ethnographic research as the 
primary source, added literature reviews from books, articles, magazines as the secondary 
data, and analyzed them from the perspective of anthropology and design studies. The scheme 




1.6 Field Research Time Schedule and Informants 
 
This dissertation is based on the primary data obtained from ethnographic field 
research. Participatory observation, collaborative workshops, and in-depth interviews are the 
primary methods to collect data about the roles and symbolism of banana plants in traditional 
Javanese rituals and the development of banana bark craft industry in the study area. The 
secondary data about historical and botanical aspects of banana plants are complemented by 
literature review.  
The two principal issues explored in Chapter 3 and 4 are comprised of continuous field 
research findings. The primary data of the craft industry in Chapter 3 is compiled from 
observation and participatory research since 2009. The data for the second issue explained in 
Chapter 4 about the role and symbolism of banana plants in traditional Javanese rituals were 
obtained from ethnographic research from several field studies during 2014 until 2016.  
This research will obtain a different perspective in viewing banana plants as a material 
culture through various aspects of analyses including anthropology and design. The first-hand 
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from years of collaborative projects and field research, and interviews with Javanese ritual 
performers also highlight this study. The findings will not only enrich the literature about the 
philosophy of banana plants in material culture and design sustainability but also in the rural 
craft industry and socio-economic development in the Indonesian context. 
The data in this dissertation has been collected in several phases as explained in 
Chapter 3 and 4, which mainly undertaken at Bojonegoro, Malang, Madiun, and Lumajang 
area of East Java. The informants in Chapter 3 consist of Mr. Suyitno as the leader craftsman 
in banana bark industry, along with nineteen part-timer craftspeople. The craftspeople mainly 
consist of housewives, high school drop outs, and only a few are literate. The details about 
their involvement in banana bark craft industry are explained in Chapter 3. Meanwhile, the 
primary data for Chapter 4 are comprised by in-depth interviews with 18 informants: 
1. Two Javanese traditional ritual performers: one is Mr. A, a man of about sixty-five, and 
the second is Mrs. B, a woman in her 60s, both are specialists in traditional Javanese 
rituals. The author happened to consult them during the preparation of a traditional 
Javanese wedding. 
2. One widow (Mrs. C) in her 80s lives in a Lumajang, an area in the feet of Semeru 
mountain –that is known as one sacred mountain in Hinduism - Javanese culture. She is 
the grandmother of the bride, and had a role as the elderly –alongwith the parents, to give 
blessings ritual in the siraman procession before the wedding. 
3. The parents of the bride, a man (Mr. D) and his wife (Mrs. E) who both are about sixty. 
They live in Madiun, both are of Javanese descent (the father natives in Lumajang, the 
mother natives in Ngawi –a city on the border of East and Central Java), but they 
decided not to follow the Javanese rituals strictly anymore after they went for hajj 
pilgrimage in Mecca in the 1990s. They both attended and followed the wedding 
processions held by the bride’s in-laws in Malang.  
4. The groom’s parents, a man (Mr. F) of about sixty-seven natives in Malang, and his wife 
(Mrs. G) five years younger natives in Blitar. They live in Malang and follows traditional 
Javanese customs in their whole life. They offered to host the traditional Javanese 
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wedding ceremonies with its complete processions, thus also decided the appointment of 
the wedding specialists, organizers, and provisions. 
5. A young adult female (Ms. H) in her late 20s, who was also planning for a traditional 
Javanese wedding during the time of the interview.  
6. The parents of Ms. R, a man (Mr. I) in his fifties and his wife (Mrs. J), perhaps three 
years younger. They live in the outskirt of Malang and have an ancestral root of Javanese 
– Hinduism in Semeru mountainous area.  
7. Relatives of the bride (1), Mr. K and his wife Mrs. L, both in their mid-forties, native in 
Lumajang and now live in Malang. 
8. Relatives of the bride (2), Mr. M and his wife (Mrs. N), both in their late 40s. Mr. M 
natives in Lumajang, and Mrs. N natives in Berau, East Borneo with mixed Javanese and 
Dayak – Banjar descent. They both now live in Borneo. 
9. Relatives of the groom (1), Mr. O and his wife Mrs. P, both in their mid-fifties. Mr. O 
natives in Blitar, and Mrs. P natives in Semarang, Central Java. They both live in Central 
Java.   
10. Relatives of the groom (2), Mr. Q and his wife Mrs. R, both in their late fifties. Mr. Q 
natives in Surabaya, and Mrs. R natives in Blitar. They now live in Bandung, West Java.  
All of the informants in Chapter 4 identify themselves as Javanese descent although 
they live in various areas such as the diverse big cities or a non-Javanese environment. Some 
of them are exposed to other cultures or influences, but they still maintain to acknowledge 
and to follow the Javanese wisdom as their core identity. 
The timeline below illustrates the author’s research journey since the initial approach to 
banana craft industry in mid 2008. The informal visits then developed into a mutual 
collaboration between the author and the community in the research area. The author’s 
participatory design research resulted in various open possibilities in terms of joint 
workshops, design improvement, and non-formal education. This continuing study then 
complemented by ethnographic research in viewing banana plants not only as a craft material, 
but also as a valuable material culture.  
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2008-2009  
Around June - July: Initiated research and craft workshop 
in Bojonegoro, East Java, involving the author, 1 lead 
craftsman, and 19 craftspeople. 
2010 
In April: Publication in Bachelor Degree: "Banana Bark 
Exploration in Craft Product Development", design 
output: eating utensils made of banana bark. 
 2011 
1. Around June: Initiated product development 
workshop funded by the government in Bojonegoro, 
involving the author and 3 design students, 1 lead 
craftsman, 4 craftspeople, and around 14 part-timers 
participants. 
2. In October: Selected as one "103 Innovative 
Projects" by Indonesian Ministry of Research & 
Technology, for banana bark eating utensils design. 
2012 
1. In June: Conducted research & publication in 
Design & Technology practice, Master Degree: 
"Banana Bark As A Part of Acoustic Design Unit by 
Hybrid Technology". 
2. In July: Invited to present banana bark acoustic 
absorber in the seminar of "Innovation of Smart 
Material in Design and Architecture" held by Red Dot 
Design Museum, Germany. 
3. In October: Exhibited banana bark acoustic 
absorber in Design Innovation, Leipzig, Germany.   
2013 
1. In February: Conducted joint workshop involving 
academia (the author and 30 design students) and 1 lead 
craftsman in UBAYA (University of Surabaya). 
2. Granted intellectual property patent certificate for 
"Aruna Banana Handbag" since May 2013. 
2014 
1. Granted intellectual property patent certificate for 
"Banana Bark Acoustic Board" since March 2014. 
2. In October: Publication in Journal of Visual Art and 
Design Vol. 6D titled "Banana Bark As A Part of 
Acoustic Design Unit by Hybrid Technology", and as 
article in book "Material Revolution 2". 
3. In June - September: Conducted ethnographical 
research in the functions of banana plants in Javanese 
culture. 
2015 
1. end of January - early March: Field study, 
ethnographical research, interviewed informants. 
2. June - September: Continued the field research. 
2016 
End of May - mid September: Ethnographic research for 
complementary data 
2017: Dissertation writing. 
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1.7 Literature Overview 
 
This research comprises documentation, utilization, and symbolism in banana plants in 
the study area. The wide range of aspects in the study of harnessing banana plants in Javanese 
culture requires various literatures from multidisciplinary studies to build the narrative for the 
analysis. Jean Kennedy (2009) provides an ethnobotanical overview of the use of bananas 
within traditional societies to show that the society presumably domesticated Musa bananas 
solely for food. According to De Langhe et al. (2009), the publications and research related to 
banana plants mostly draw on historical linguistics, archaeology, ethnobotany, genetics, 
biomolecular, and phytogeography. Other publications illuminate regional histories of banana 
dispersal for Melanesia and Island Southeast Asia (Donohue & Denham 2009b), India (Fuller 
& Madella 2009) and West Africa (Blench 2009). Based on these studies, this research 
contributes ethnographic data on the close-knit connections between the philosophical 
wisdom of Javanese belief with the ritual and daily practice that require banana plants. 
Previous studies of traditional Javanese rituals and customs are still lacking in documenting 
the significance of banana plants and why they are required in Javanese cultural practices. In 
one of the interviews with a Javanese ritual performer, Geertz (1960) mentioned a glimpse of 
banana’s significance as an offering in traditional Javanese feast, but there are no further 
explanations about the importance or the philosophical value of the plants. This study plays 
its part in the initial research for this unexplored issue, to document the passed-on traditional 
knowledge, and to view the intertwined connection between nature with people and culture. 
The novelty of this study also uncovers the shared value of Javanese people in harnessing 
banana plants in various occasions, whether ritual or daily necessities. 
Research about craft industry development, particularly in East Java such as the 
development of glass beads industry by Zulaikha (2014), works as a comparison for this 
research’s subject. The theory about the nature of craftspeople by Fillis (2008) helps to seek 
the proper approach to develop the craft industry. Studies in the utilization of natural 
materials in craft and design such as the uncovering bamboos potential by Larasati (1999) and 
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how to maintain tradition in design by Nugraha (2012) are also relevant references in 
analyzing the relationship between culture, nature, and sustainability in this research. The 
collaborative projects in this research not only functions as a valuable addition for the case 
study of the utilization of local plants using the perspective of material culture but also 
highlights the role of the Javanese wisdom in the way of harnessing banana plants into 
cultural products.  
Anthropological studies by Koentjaraningrat and Clifford Geertz provide 
comprehensive descriptions of Javanese rituals and become the main references for analyzing 
the dynamic and changes in Javanese culture. Categorization of material culture by 
Woodward (2007) also gives a new perspective to see banana plants as one element of 
material culture. The differentiation of material culture proposed by Woodward helps the 
author to identify the role of banana plants, as they are perceived differently by various 
actors/informants during the ethnographical research. This study divides the use and 
meanings of banana plants into three chapters based on the actors involved, as it is explained 
further in the next sub-section. The categorization in these chapters also helps to locate the 
novelty of this research as a multidisciplinary study using Anthropological and Design 
approach. Other studies in traditional Javanese rituals, customs, and religions from various 
authors also become a source for analysis.  
 
1.8 Thesis Composition 
 
Chapter 1 describes the research background and justifications for the importance of 
the discussed topic. Starting with the research background, the setting of the research and its 
novelty, a description of the research objectives, questions, methods and framework, expected 
outcomes and contribution, literature review, and how it is complementing previous studies. 
Chapter 2 explains the origins of banana plants and its domestication in Indonesia, 
particularly the genus Musa as it is widely available and essential in Java Island. Ethnography 
and ethnobotanical references mentioning about banana plants are the primary sources for this 
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chapter. This chapter contains field-research data and interviews with banana plants farmers 
in the study area. The conclusion of this section includes the distribution and differentiation of 
banana plants in the study area, and also about how the Javanese farmers view the banana 
plants as a sustainable source of income. 
Chapter 3 concludes the ongoing field research and ethnography in the banana bark 
small craft industry in East Java, Indonesia, as the biggest producer of banana bark as craft 
material throughout Indonesia. This section utilizes the Applied Design and Anthropology 
Practice through field works and literature review from Gunn (2013) along with the category 
of craftspeople from Fillis (2004). This section summarizes the various uses of banana plants 
as cultural products from the perspective of craftspeople and academia. Although also 
mentions the functions of banana plants as an income source, this section differs the 
conclusion from the previous chapter based on the way the actors treat the plants as a craft 
material. 
Chapter 4 explains the close-knit relationships between banana plants in Javanese 
rituals and customs, whether as a provision, meal, or offerings. Data for this section is 
gathered through various interviews during field works and literature reviews related to 
Javanese ethics (Suseno 1984), symbolism (Koentjaraningrat 1980) and religion (Geertz 
1960). Insights of the Javanese philosophy behind the use of banana plants in Javanese rituals 
highlight this section and differentiate from previous chapters. This section compiles the 
interview data from Javanese people who perform traditional rituals and customs, without any 
strict requirements of the profession of the informants. 
Chapter 5 comprises findings, analysis and linguistic expressions about the role and 
functions of banana plants as a Javanese material culture. This section also concludes the 
meanings of banana plants in daily and ritual practices, as a linkage for the conclusions of 
Chapter 2, 3, and 4. Theory from Woodward (2007) combined with Anthropology theories in 
Javanese culture and those related to Design and Sustainability contributes to conduct the 
outcome and proposal model analysis.  




1.9 Significance and Contribution 
 
This research will provide comprehensive evidence, developments, and state of the art 
overview of the relationships between banana plants and Javanese people and culture. This 
ethnobotany research marks as a major step to locate its findings as a different 
documentations and point of view combining anthropology and design thinking on the 
significance of banana plants in Javanese culture. This study aims to persuade new 
perspectives in how to perceive banana plants in the relationship with humans and Javanese 
culture. This purpose is necessary due to the common view of the use of banana plants as 
resourceful plants with a constantly fast growth cycle, thus make the Javanese people tend to 
take the plants for granted in daily or ritual necessities despite its potential as a sustainable 
material. The discussion in the analysis chapter also documents the changes before and after 
the untapped potential of banana plants are unveiled as a valuable cultural resource.  
This research revolves around several principal themes, namely: Javanese culture –
where the people is the core element in the process of creation and ideation; sustainability –
where the banana plants as a local material give impacts and effects in the life cycle of the 
people and environment; trans-disciplinary studies because this study requires more than one 
perspectives to understand the roles and function of banana plants in Javanese society; and 
also creative economy –where the participatory design projects unveiled the added value in 
banana barks product development. The utilization of banana plants in small craft industry in 
Bojonegoro, East Java highlights this study as a real-world application of design research 
skills based on the author’s interests; the findings will enrich the literature about the rural 
craft industry and socio-economic development in the contemporary Indonesian context. The 
social impact from this study mainly derived from the collaboration and creative process 
between the local people and academia. Also, in the long run, the thought of banana plants as 
a valuable cultural resource is to persuade the local people to perceive banana plants 
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differently in their daily life and culture. The ubiquitous common material that once 
considered as waste will be recognized as beneficial and valuable locally and globally. This 
perspective change may affect the culture where the villagers are deeply involved with banana 
plants, namely their craft products as a cultural artifact, or the social relationships between the 
people that collaborating in maintaining the material culture.   
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Chapter 2  Banana Plants: The Origin 
 
     This chapter consists of four sections and presents the general information about banana 
plants.  The first section describes the biological explanations based on botanical journals and 
related academic articles that will be explained thoroughly in four sub-sections.  Section 2 
presents the data on the domestication and varieties of banana plants in Indonesia, based on 
ethnobotanical journals combined with the author’s field research. The section 3 comprises 
the author’s field research outputs and discusses the various ways of the plants’ utilization in 
Indonesia, especially in East Java region. The last section presents the conclusion about the 
general understanding of banana plants and the specific informations related to the use of 
banana plants in the study area. 
     Bananas have undergone a complex domestication history that occurred over thousands of 
years and involved multiple stages, often separated in time and place, which has only been 
partially unraveled so far (Careel et al. 2002, De Langhe 2000). As one of the largest global 
food commodity, bananas plantations spread in many countries in tropical and sub-tropical 
climate. Having a short lifespan and fruiting after it reaches maturity in nine months, bananas 
become superior in bringing the ‘hunger gap’ between crop harvests (Ploetz et al. 2007). 
Although bananas are one of the most important commercial crops in the world, it is 
estimated that 87% of banana production is for local food consumption (Biodiversity 
International 2008). In Indonesia, banana produces one of the most popular fruit, as it is 
available almost in all regions. 
     Multi-disciplinary evidence for the histories of banana domestication and dispersal enables 
the crop plant to become a marker of human processes and timeline. For example, when 
archaeobotanical evidence is taken in conjunction with plant genetics and historical 
linguistics, robust chronologies of edible banana generation and dispersal can be established, 
such as the inferred movement of bananas from New Guinea to eastern Indonesia in the mid-
Holocene (Donohue & Denham 2009b; Kennedy 2009). 
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2.5 The Biology of Banana Plants 
 
     The general description comprised from various botanical journals explains that banana 
plant is a tall monocotyledon with a false stem (pseudo stem) consisting of leaf sheaths and a 
true underground stem (corm) that can produce suckers, mostly seedless hence sterile, so the 
plant propagated vegetatively.  
 
Fig 1. Anatomy of Banana Plants 
Source: http://www.fao.org/nr/water/cropinfo_banana html 
 
     Figure 1 illustrates each part of banana plants. Each pseudo stem produces a single 




2.5.1 Botanical Description 
     The term ‘banana’ is used throughout the text to refer to all types of bananas, especially 
those that are widespread throughout the study area. Most of the varieties mentioned in this 
study belong to the genus Musa. Previous research findings mentioned about the origins of 
plant family Musaceae in Southeast Asia and New Guinea. The plant also evolved surround 
not only tropical area but also subtropical regions such as East Africa that have a range of 
diversity for high-land bananas (Smale et al. 2006), whereas the low land areas of West Africa 
contain the largest range of genetic diversity in plantains (Ortiz and Vuylsteke 1994). The 
plant has a range of different proportion of sugar to starch, whereas the sweeter one is called 
banana, and those with high starch are called plantains. Both are high in carbohydrates, fiber, 
potassium, magnesium, phosphorus, and several vitamins. Other than to be consumed fresh or 
cooked, parts of banana plants have various traditional uses, including to be processed as a 
solution to treat diarrhea and other digestive disorders (Morton, 1987). This chapter will 
comprise the definition of Musa as a dominant pioneering species that is grown widely in the 
research study area. 
 
2.5.2 Taxonomy 
     The genus Musa’s center of origin is Southeast Asia, a region considered as the primary 
center of diversification of the crop and where the earliest domestication has occurred. Recent 
archaeological and palaeoenvironmental evidence at Kuk Swamp in the Western Highlands 
Province of Papua New Guinea suggests that Musa cultivation dates back to at least 5,000 
B.C. and possibly to 8,000 B.C (Simmonds 1962). Presumably, the other species were later 
and independently domesticated elsewhere in South East Asia as the region of the first 
diversity of the banana, also in parts of Africa and the nearby island Madagascar shortly 
around those times.  
     Musa includes around 70 species of bananas and plantains having a broad variety of uses. 
They grow as high as trees, but their apparent “stem” is made up of the bases of the huge leaf 
stalks. Thus, they are technically gigantic herbs. 
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     The Arabic name for the plant, "mauz" (زﺯﻮﻣ) become the genus name Musa as the plant 
begin to appear in texts and manuscripts. The banana may have been present on the eve of 
Islam, and there are numerous references to it in Ancient Islamic texts such as hadiths and 
poems. Around the 9th and 10th centuries, banana appears in texts from Palestine and Egypt, 
and from there it diffused into North Africa. Avicenna also discusses Musa in the 11th-century 
medical Arabic encyclopedia “The Canon of Medicine”. Some sources assert that Musa might 
intend as an honor of Antonius Musa (63 – 14 BC), physician to Octavius Augustus, the first 
emperor of Rome (Hyam & Pankhurst 1995). Portuguese sailors who brought the fruits from 
West Africa in the 16th century introduced bananas to the Americas. Originally, the word 
‘banana’ is derived from the Arabic "banan" = finger (Boning 2006), and passed into English 
concomitant with the introduction of the fruit by the Portuguese and Spanish. Portuguese 
explorers from the Middle East and Europe began to travel to Central and South America, and 
they were the first to bring bananas to newly discovered regions and populations in the area. 
The name ‘banana’ then spread to the New World (Cheesman 1948).  
     Some distinct groups of species Musa developed to bearing edible fruits. By far the most 
widely distributed group of cultivated bananas is M. acuminata and M. balbisiana, either 
alone or in various hybrid combinations. The most significant traits of those groups are 
producing high-quality fibers and bearing edible fruits. In many studies mentioning the use of 
banana plants in various regions in the world, bananas and plantains also provide many 
possibilities of harnessing, particularly in cooking process with their edible parts (flower, 
stem, roots aside of fruit) as food or beverages. In biochemistry field, the extractions 
contribute in medicines. The trunks have a potential in fibers, treated to become dyes, natural 
fuel, processed as steam for cooking, farming composts, as forage or food for cattle, wrapping 
materials, and craft product material. 
 
2.5.3 Morphology 
     Banana trees are the largest flowering herbaceous plants in the world. According to 
Blomme and Ortiz (2000), bananas are large, perennial, monocotyledonous herbs 2 – 9 meters 
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in height that arise from large, subterranean rhizomes called “corms.” The corm produces 
aerial shoots that arise from the lateral buds that develop into suckers. This part is known as a 
trunk or pseudo stem and grows to various heights from 2 until 9 meters depending on the 
variety and the conditions. The pseudo stem consists of large overlapping leaf bases that are 
tightly rolled around each other forming a cylindrical structure. This particular part of the 
plant is later on developed and utilized as the main material of products in the small craft 
industry.  
     When a banana plant has fully mature, formed an average of 40 leaves within 8 to 18 
months, the banana plant will ultimately form flowers that are arranged spirally around the 
axis and closely overlapping each other forming a tight conical bunch of bananas. Upon 
flowering, the growing point emerges from the center of the tightly rolled bunch of leaves. 
This odd-looking “flower-cluster” is an elongated, plump, purple to green “bud” (usually 
called “heart” in Javanese culture). About 12 – 20 flowers are produced per cluster. Banana 
bunches possess 4 to 12 clusters, each with at least ten fruits (Purseglove 1972). Collectively, 
the flowering parts and fruits are referred to as the bunch. Individual clusters of fruits are 
known as hands, and individual fruits are known as fingers.  
     The entire portion of a banana plant is a “false trunk” or “false stem” that consists of 
leaves and pseudo stem. The pseudo stem supports a canopy composed of 6 – 20 or more 
leaves. Meanwhile, the general morphology traits of Musa fruits in the study area are varied 
in size, shape, and color. They are elongate-cylindrical, straight to strongly curved, 3 – 40 cm 
long, and 2 -8 cm in diameter. According to Musa species (banana and plantain), botanical 
description by Nelson et al. (2006), banana fruit apex is critical in identifying their variety; it 
may be tapered, rounded, or blunt. The skin is thin and tender, thick and leathery, and silver, 
yellow, green, or red. Inside the ripe fruit, the flesh ranges from starchy to sweet, and in color 
from white, cream, yellow, or yellow-orange to orange. Bananas also vary in peel thickness. 
Some varieties have a thin peel and more susceptible to damage in transport, whereas others 
have a comparably thicker peel which allows them to be exported as commercial cultivars, 
such as Cavendish banana. 
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2.5.4 Ecology and Reproduction 
     Related to the cultivation and reproduction of banana plants, basically, the farmer has the 
choice of replanting and reproducing the plants. In the study area, the best planting season for 
bananas is in the dry season or from May until November. The land preparation and 
plantation management are easier when plantings are undertaken during these drier months; 
hot and wet conditions can promote soil erosion and lead to rotting of planting material. 
     Reproduction of banana is relatively easy since they are known for their ability to 
regenerate rapidly from corms. Banana and plantain are propagated principally by vegetative 
division and far more rarely by seeds, except for banana breeding, ornamental types, and wild 
species. Cultivated varieties or edible bananas are typically seedless, but when they are 
present, they vary among species in shape and morphology (Nelson et al. 2006). 
     There are several abilities of banana plants, which excel them to be sustainable crops. The 
plants can store a significant amount of water within their pseudo stems and rhizomes. Thus 
they can survive extended periods of drought, although their growth will slow down under 
such conditions. The ideal temperature for them to grow vegetative shoots is around 26–28°C, 
and around 29–30°C for fruiting. They can tolerate high or low temperature depending upon 
the species. Also, they tolerate a broad range of soils, soil acidity, drought area, although they 
will grow and produce best where rainfall is evenly distributed throughout the year. Because 
of their water-filled energy reserves, they can survive through long dry periods but will 
subsequently produce only small bunches. These unique traits of banana plants ability to 
thrive in dry regions are mentioned in various ethnobotanical journals specifically related to 
Musa species in India, Pakistan, Myanmar, and African regions.  
     According to Nelson et al. (2006) study in Pacific Island Agroforestry, banana and plantain 
thrive in full sun, especially if winds are not high because strong winds can topple plants 
when they bear fruit. Steady winds cause significant leaf shredding, leaf drying, and distortion 
of the crown or sometimes the entire plant. Winds may cause more damage when insect pests 
or disease by a fungus weakens the underground corm. In windy areas, dwarf ornamental 
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banana varieties are best.  
     In general, banana plants produce fruits once in their lifespan –around 6 – 9 months after 
plantings or regeneration, and the flowering occurs year-round and fluctuates seasonally. Also 
explained by Nelson et al. (2006), bananas in their specific study area are almost always 
tolerated various conditions, but fruit production can be delayed by several months if plants 
are excessively shaded. Furthermore, in some particular case such as flood, excessive 
irrigation or poorly drained sites, banana plants can withstand waterlogged soil but will 
produce fruits poorly. 
 
2.6 Banana Plants Domestication in Indonesia 
 
     Bananas are widely distributed in all provinces of Indonesia, mostly growing in backyards 
as important home garden crops for various purposes, but very little as an estate crop if 
compared with other Indonesian tropical fruits. Bananas and plantains produce fruit year-
round, they provide a precious food source and therefore critical to global food security. 
National production areas for banana plantation in 1994 according to the Indonesian Bureau 
of Statistics are Sumatera (16.37%), Java (67.33%), Bali and Nusa Tenggara (6.22%), 
Kalimantan (1.95%), Sulawesi (7.85%), Maluku and Irian Jaya (0.28%). It is noted that 60% 
of the Indonesian people live in Java Island and more than 60% of the domestic market is also 
in Java.  
     Indonesia contains great potential due to the tropical climate and vast land, but the state’s 
export volume of banana remains small. Several factors limit the export volumes and 
earnings. Firstly, the quality of Indonesian fruit is low in mass shipping, because nearly all of 
Indonesian fruit farmers are small-scale farmers either for home consumption or local 
markets, who are lacking the financial resources to invest in higher quality machinery, 
pesticides, and fertilizer and mastery of higher quality farming techniques. The second factor 
is related to the first one, that is, the lack of big fruit plantations or estates in Indonesia. 
Thirdly, Indonesia does not have a well-developed cold storage and transport industry, which 
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is crucial in ensuring the long storage of the freshly harvested fruits. Banana production in 
Indonesia cited in “Bisnis Indonesia” is the following Table 1. 
 
Table 1. Banana Production in Indonesia 
 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 
Banana Production (in 
million tons) 
6.13 6.19 6.28 6.86 7.30 n.a 
Source: Bisnis Indonesia, in http://www.indonesia-investments.com, retrieved on Monday 23 January 2017. 
 
The government of Indonesia commits to promoting bananas as complementing or partial 
supplement of rice as a staple food, and it encourages banana research development.   
 
2.6.1 Banana Plants Production by Province 
     In the Indonesian rural communities, people have recognized the socioeconomic 
importance of bananas, not only because of the nutritional value and the diverse use of the 
fruits but also for its cultural importance. According to the author’s observation through 
ethnobotanical research, banana has a major role in food security for both rural people in 
villages and urban people in cities, but the use of banana plants in daily life or ritual 
necessities are easier to be found in rural areas. The consumption of banana also starts very 
early when babies begin to have additional food besides the nursing by their mother.  
     The varieties that are mostly grown and have high demand in the domestic market are 
‘Pisang Ambon,' ‘Pisang Raja’ group, ‘Pisang Kepok,' and ‘Pisang Tanduk.' Other minor 
varieties are cultivated in different areas and often considered as their superior local variety 
such as ‘Pisang Kijang Mas’ from Lumajang area nearby Semeru Mountain, East Java.  
 
2.6.2 Banana Plants Variety in Java 
     According to ordinary Javanese people, several types of bananas grown in East Java are 
divided into two categories: edible and non-edible. One famous type of non-edible banana is 
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M. textilis, or often called abaca or ‘Pisang Manila,' the fiber plant originated in the 
Philippines. Before the advent of synthetic textiles, abaca was the source of one of the 
world’s premium fibers for its soft, silky, glistening, and fine-textured characteristics. Its 
fibers were also suitable for other manufactured products such as rayon, cellophane, and 
newsprint. It was also a constituent in some European and American paper money. 
Commercial production of this type of banana was greatest in the Philippines and Central 
America. Abaca is a beautiful, tall plant, typical of the Australimusa section, and it is now 
rare in East Java; thus it is not as popular as other types of bananas to be harnessed in the craft 
industry. 
     Another kind of inedible banana is M. balbisiana or Javanese wild banana, often called as 
‘Pisang Klutuk Wulung’ in Javanese, which is one of the parents of many edible seedless 
bananas aside with ‘Pisang Batu.' This species is extremely robust, fast growing, and drought-
resistant. They can thrive in various natural environments even at low altitude, also as seedy 
as M. acuminata, but has fewer variables. They can make a hybrid with M. acuminata, but the 
hybrids are sterile (Simmonds, 1962). However, such vigorous hybrids can easily be 
propagated in a vegetative way, thereby explaining of many edible banana hybrids of M. 
balbisiana and M. acuminata throughout Java. 
    Another type of inedible banana in East Java is M. paradisiaca or ornamental banana. This 
dwarf ornamental has bright pink or purple fruiting stems and bud with bright yellow flowers 
as its notable features.  
     Meanwhile, plants belonging to the genus Musa produce edible bananas, and they are 
highly diverse. Some of the most variable traits include plant stature, pigmentation, and the 
size of the fruit bunch, shape, color, and taste. Estimating the number of banana cultivars 
ranges from 300 to more than 1000, and in particular around 230 different species throughout 
Indonesia, 89 species throughout Java, and 15 different species in East Java according to the 
author’s ethnographic research. Those cultivars have common names based on their regions, 
but some are ambiguous with duplicate names, and close clone relatives found even amongst 
different regions within Java Island. 
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     The common way to distinguish the edible banana group is to divide them into cooked and 
uncooked. The cooked banana or plantains are usually processed before serving due to the 
high starch. Some examples of plantains in area study are ‘Pisang Kepok,' ‘Pisang Barangan 
Merah/Kuning,' ‘Pisang Tanduk,' ‘Pisang Nangka,' ‘Pisang Siem,' ‘Pisang Uli,' and ‘Pisang 
Kapas.' 
     The uncooked cultivar called bananas has extraordinarily sweet and fine quality fruits. 
Several kinds of banana in the area study are ‘Pisang Susu,' ‘Pisang Lilin,' ‘Pisang Lampung,' 
‘Pisang Mas,' ‘Pisang Ambon’ (Ambon Kuning, Ambon Lumut), and ‘Pisang Raja’ which is 
the most important type of banana used in traditional Javanese rituals.  
     The presence of several types of ‘Pisang Raja/Radjah’ may be linked to the eastern 
expansion of Indian civilizations, such as that of the Palava Dynasty from the first centuries 
AD. ‘Raja’ means ‘a king,' and in Java, the name ‘Pisang Raja’ is applied to more than one 
cultivar, i.e. ‘Pisang Raja Sere,' ‘Pisang Raja Bulu,' and ‘Pisang Raja Mas.' It seems that 
Rajas (kings) at different places had their preference and that their subjects began to name 
each cultivar ‘Pisang Radjah’ (the banana of the Raja/King). This aspect of cultivar 
nomenclature is potentially a vital subject of investigation for linguists, in collaboration with 
banana taxonomists, to reconstruct the likely processes of ‘cultivar expansion’ (Donohue & 
Denham 2009b).  
 
2.6.3 Characteristics of Banana Plants Variety in East Java 
     In East Java, there are approximately 15 different varieties of bananas. Some of them share 
the same type, only in different name. Described below is the general classification of variety 
or banana cultivars comprised by Rukmana (1999:20) combined with my ethnographic 
research on the characteristic of the fruit and the common usage. The morphology and 
characteristics are divided into seven types. 
1. Type ‘Pisang Ambon’ or also commonly known as Cavendish, with morphology traits 
as below:  
a. Banana tree height around 2.5 – 3 m, with trunk diameter about 0.4 – 0.6 m 
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(except for the category of ‘Pisang Ambon Badak’ which are slightly bigger), and 
has green with black dots color shades. 
b. The length of leaves around 2.1 – 3 m with width around 40 – 65 cm, sometimes 
are covered with a thin layer of natural wax. 
c. The fruit bunch length is around 40 – 60 cm, bowing and downy/fuzzy. 
d. The “heart” of the flower has an oval shape, with purple on the outside layer, and 
pink on the inside. 
e. Each row of the bunch has 7 – 10 fingers and each finger has 10 – 16 hands 
(banana fruits). 
f. The fruit has a cylindrical shape, a bit curvy, long, and seedless. The peel is thick 
around 2.4 – 3 mm. 
g. The fruit flesh is soft and mushy, white or yellowish, and has a flavorful sweet 
taste with strong fragrance.  
h. Produce flowers at the age of 11 – 12 months, and fruits ripe 4 – 5 months after 
flowering. 
i. Several types of banana from this category: ‘Ambon Lumut,’ ‘Ambon Putih,’ 
‘Ambon Kuning,’ ‘Ambon Hijau,’ ‘Ambon Badak,’ ‘Ambon Angling,’ and 
‘Ambon Cavendish,’ and three of the types that are commonly grow in the area 
study are seen in Table 2 below:  
Table 2. Types of ‘Ambon’ Banana 
No. Types of ‘Ambon’ Banana Picture 
1. ‘Ambon Lumut’ 
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2. ‘Ambon Kuning’ 
 
3.  ‘Ambon Cavendish’ 
 
Source: Modified from Prabawati et al. (2008) 
2. Type ‘Pisang Raja,’ which is also a special kind of banana for Javanese people. Their 
characteristic morphology is as below: 
a. Fruit shapes are slightly similar with ‘Pisang Ambon,’ but have thicker peels. The 
fruit color is varying from light yellow and dark yellow with a reddish shade.  
b. The tree height is around 2.6 – 3 m, with trunk diameter about 0.4 – 0.5 m (except 
for the category of ‘Pisang Raja Sere’ which are slightly smaller), and has green 
with black dots color shades. The whole ‘Pisang Raja’ tree is an important 
provision for traditional Javanese wedding. 
c. The length of leaves around 2.4 – 2.8 m with width around 40 – 65 cm, sometimes 
are coated with a thin layer of natural wax. 
d. The fruit bunch length is around 40 – 60 cm, bowing and downy/fuzzy. 
e. The “heart” of the flower has an egg-oval shape, with purple on the outside layer 
of the sheath, and red on the inside. 
f. Each row of the bunch has 6 – 8 fingers, and each finger has 12 – 13 hands of 
banana fruits. 
g. The fruit has a cylindrical shape, a pointed tip round or sometimes a little bit 
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square in shape. The peel is thick around 3 mm. 
h. The fruit flesh is soft and mushy; the color varies from white or yellowish to light 
yellow to reddish; seedless, and has a flavorful sweet taste with a delicate 
fragrance. 
i. Produce flowers at the age of 14 months, and fruits ripe around five months after 
flowering. 
j. Several types of banana from this category: ‘Raja Bulu,’ ‘Raja Sere,’ ‘Raja Molo,’ 
and ‘Raja Mas.’ In Javanese culture, ‘Raja Mas’ type is the most important type to 
be used in rituals or ceremonies, and one most recognizable trait of this kind of 
banana is the smooth texture and bright fruit peel.  Three of the types that are 
commonly found in the area study is seen in Table 3 below: 
Table 3. Types of ‘Raja’ Banana 
 No. Types of ‘Raja’ Banana Picture 
1. ‘Pisang Raja Mas’ 
 
2. ‘Pisang Raja Bulu’ 
 
3. ‘Pisang Raja Sere’ 
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Source: Modified from Prabawati et al. (2008) and ethnography research by the author 
3. Type ‘Pisang Mas’ 
a. Banana tree height around 2 meters, with trunk diameter about 0.2 – 0.3 m, and 
has dark green with reddish brown dots color shades. 
b. The length of leaves around 90 – 110 cm with width around 20 – 27 cm. 
c. The fruit bunch length is around 20 – 30 cm, bowing and downy/fuzzy. 
d. The “heart” of the flower has an egg-oval shape, with the purple sheath on its 
outside layer, and red on the inside. 
e. Each row of the bunch has 4 – 6 fingers, and each finger has 6 – 8 hands of banana 
fruits. 
f. The fruit has a cylindrical shape, a pointed tip around 9 – 10 cm, and seedless. The 
peel is thin around 1 mm and colored in yellow gold. 
g. The fruit flesh has cream color with firm texture, flavorful sweet taste to coarse 
texture, seedless, and less fragrant. 
h. Produce flowers at the age of 12 months, and fruits ripe around 3.5 months after 
flowering. 
i. Several names of banana from this category: ‘Pisang Lampung,’ ‘Pisang Susu,’ 
‘Pisang Muli,’ and ‘Pisang Seribu.’ Two types that grow in the area study are seen 
in Table 4 below: 
Table 4. Types of ‘Emas’ Banana 
No. Types of ‘Emas’ Banana Picture 
1. ‘Pisang Emas’ 
 
36
2. ‘Pisang Lampung’ 
 
 Source: Modified from Prabawati et al. (2008) 
4. Type ‘Pisang Kepok’, the majority of bananas plants in the study area, Bojonegoro, 
East Java are from this category. Characteristic morphology of this type of bananas 
are as below: 
a. Banana tree height around 3 m, with trunk diameter about 0.4 – 0.5 m, and possess 
light to dark green color with less or without brown to black dots color shades.  
   
Fig 2. A farmer in the area study harvesting ‘Pisang Kepok’ tree 
Source: Ethnographic research by the author 
b. The length of leaves around 180 cm with width around 50 – 60 cm, coated with a 
natural wax layer on the inner side. 
c. The fruit bunch length is around 30 – 60 cm, bowing, not downy/fuzzy. 
d. The “heart” of the flower has an egg-oval shape, a bit wider on the side, with the 
purple sheath on its outside layer, and red on the inside. 
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e. Each row of the bunch has 5 – 9 fingers, with each finger, has 10 – 14 hands of 
banana fruits and each section might have a triangle, rounded, or squared shapes. 
f. The fruit flesh is starchy, with white to yellowish or white to purplish color, and 
has a sweet taste to firm and coarse texture. 
g. Several types of banana from this category: ‘Pisang Kepok Kuning,’ ‘Pisang Gajih 
Putih,’ ‘Pisang Gajih Kuning,’ ‘Pisang Siem,’ and ‘Pisang Kates,’ and two of the 
types that are commonly found in the area study are seen in Table 5 below:  
Table 5. Types of ‘Kepok’ Banana 
No. Types of ‘Kepok’ Banana Picture 
1. ‘Pisang Kepok Kuning’ 
 
2. ‘Pisang Kepok Siem’ 
 
Source: Modified from Prabawati et al. (2008) 
5. Type ‘Pisang Tanduk,’ with morphological traits as below: 
a. Banana tree height around 3 m, with trunk diameter about 63 – 69 cm, and possess 
light brown color and shades of pink on the top part of the tree. 
b. The length of leaves around 190 – 210 cm with width around 70 – 85 cm, and it 
has pink shades of color on the stems. 
c. The fruit bunch length is around 50 – 60 cm, bowing. 
d. The “heart” of the flower has an egg-oval shape, with the purple sheath on its 
outside layer, and red on the inside. 
38
e. Each row of the bunch has 1– 5 fingers, with each finger, has 10 – 12 hands of 
banana fruits and each section might have a triangle, rounded, or squared shapes, 
with length around 23 – 28 cm and thick fruit peel. 
f. The fruit flesh is firm and starchy, with white to yellowish color, and mildly sweet 
to sour taste. 
g. Several types of banana from this category: ‘Pisang Agung,’ ‘Pisang Galek’ with 
2-3 fingers on each row of the bunch, ‘Pisang Karayunan’ with 3-5 fingers on each 
row of the bunch, ‘Pisang Candi,’ ‘Pisang Kapas,’ and ‘Pisang Nangka.’ Two types 
that grow in the area study are seen in Table 6 below: 
Table 6. Types of ‘Tanduk’ Banana 
No. Types of ‘Tanduk’ Banana Picture 
1. ‘Pisang Tanduk’ 
 
2. ‘Pisang Nangka’ 
 
 Source: Modified from Prabawati et al. (2008) 
6. Type ‘Pisang Uli’. Characteristic morphology of this type of bananas are as below: 
a. Banana tree height around 2 – 2.5 m, with trunk diameter about 25 – 35 cm, and 
has pale green color with reddish shades. 
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b. The length of leaves around 180 – 200 cm with pink shades of color on the stems. 
c. The fruit bunch length can be up to 1.5 – 1.7 m, bowing and downy/fuzzy. 
d. The “heart” of the flower has an egg-oval shape, with the purple sheath on its 
outside layer, and red on the inside. 
e. Each row of the bunch has 4 – 8 fingers, with each finger, has 10 – 12 hands of 
banana fruits. 
f. The fruit is small and slim, around 10 cm length, with a thin white to yellow peel 
color. Its flesh is soft and mushy with cream color, not very sweet to starchy taste 
and a very subtle aroma, as seen in Figure 3 below: 
 
Fig 3. ‘Pisang Uli’ type 
Source: Ethnographic research by the author 
g. Several types of banana from this category: ‘Pisang Kayu,’ ‘Pisang Lidi,’ ‘Pisang 
Janten,’ and ‘Pisang Ampyang.’ 
7. Type ‘Pisang Klutuk.’ Characteristic morphology of this type of bananas are as 
below: 
a. Banana tree height around 3 meters, with trunk diameter about 60 – 70 cm, and 
has green color with and without dark brown to black spots shades. 
b. The length of leaves around 60 – 200 cm and coated with natural wax. 
c. The fruit bunch length around 80 – 100 cm, bowing and downy/fuzzy. 
d. The “heart” of the flower has an egg-oval shape, with the purple sheath on its 
outside layer, and red on the inside. 
e. Each row of the bunch has 5 – 7 fingers, with each finger, has 12 – 18 hands of 
banana fruits in tight composition, and each section might have a triangle or 
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rounded shapes, with thick fruit peel. 
f. The fruit flesh is firm and starchy, with white to yellowish color, and subtly sweet 
taste. It contains many seeds and is often to harvest the fruit when it is still unripe 
to be mixed with chili and other ingredients to make a spicy paste in ‘rujak petis,' a 
traditional Javanese dish. 
 
Fig 4. Seeded fruit of Musa balbisiana or ‘Pisang Kluthuk’ 
Source: Ploetz, R. (2007) 
g. Several types of banana from this category: ‘Pisang Batu,’ ‘Pisang Klutuk 
Wulung,’ and ‘Pisang Menggala.’ 
     All of seven types above are consumable, but the way to consume differs from one 
another. Bananas with less aroma, subtly sweet taste, and starchy flesh such as ‘Pisang 
Kepok,' ‘Pisang Uli,' ‘Pisang Tanduk,' and ‘Pisang Klutuk’ are not commonly consumed raw 
as a dessert fruit. ‘Pisang Klutuk,' especially, which is usually harvested unripe, is not 
consumed directly. Those above are suitable to be processed in a various way of cooking, 
such as deep-fried, steamed, or mixed with other ingredients as an ingredient for spicy paste.  
     Bananas with fragrance aroma, flavourful taste, and soft texture such as ‘Pisang Raja,' 
‘Pisang Ambon,' and ‘Pisang Mas’ are usually consumed fresh and served as dessert fruits. 
‘Pisang Ambon’ is commonly known as a baby’s food throughout Javanese society, due to its 
soft texture and high nutrition. Although both ‘Pisang Raja’ and ‘Pisang Mas’ have the 
similar qualities with ‘Pisang Ambon’ as dessert-fruit, ‘Pisang Raja’ is the most significant in 
Javanese ritual events.  
     In the research area, the villagers privately own and managed the banana plants 
production. Neither government nor private company rules the banana plantation in the 
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research area. Banana plants can be found easily in the villagers’ backyard, front yard, the 
riverbed, and rice field. The banana farmers then collected the harvested fruit to the farmer’s 
cooperation before selling them in traditional markets or send them to other cities. After 
harvest time, the craftspeople collect banana trees as the main material in the craft industry, 
and the cycle continues.  
     Different soil condition, temperature, and the amount of rainfall contribute to the 
differences of banana types. In the research village area, the farmers mostly plant ‘Pisang 
Kepok,' which covers almost 60% of their annual production. The dry climate in the village is 
most suitable for this type of banana. ‘Pisang Kepok’ is also the most consumed banana in 
this village, not only deep-fried as banana fritters for morning or afternoon snacks but also 
steamed and brought by the farmers to the rice field as a lunch snack. The second dominant 
production is 20% of ‘Pisang Raja,' which is considered as a rare but irreplaceable banana for 
traditional rituals. Nowadays, ‘Pisang Raja’ is often sold as a whole tree and costs highly in 
the wedding market. The planting area for this type of banana is tended carefully by the 
farmers and often surrounded by ‘Pisang Kepok’ or ‘Pisang Ambon’ type, which are taller 
and can protect ‘Pisang Raja’ plants from the strong wind.  
 
Fig 5. The author under ‘Pisang Kepok’ tree 
Source: The author’s documentation 
42
     Other types of banana such as ‘Pisang Ambon,' ‘Pisang Mas,' ‘Pisang Tanduk,' ‘Pisang 
Klutuk,' and ‘Pisang Uli’ share the rest of annual production. They have a relatively constant 
market demand.  
 
2.7 The General Use of Banana Plants 
   
   Bananas grow best where rainfall is distributed evenly throughout the year. Thus it thrives 
in East Java where such climate prevails. They are an important crop because they are 
inexpensive and grow in abundance year-round. The life span of individual plants is about 1 – 
1,5 years, and the plants only produce flower and fruit once in its lifespan, and it continually 
regenerates new plants after they bear fresh fruit and wither. This section comprises data from 
extensive field observations to explain the role and will explain in details about the use of 
banana in events that are related to consumption in the area studies. Several usages of banana 
plants in Java compiled from ethnographic research are summed up as below: 
1. As staple food.  
     Bananas are one of the most significant sources of calories for the human diet, 
whether consumed cooked or raw. Indonesia acknowledges a healthy eating consists of a 
proportional variety of foods from 5 food groups including foods containing starch, fruit 
and vegetables, milk and dairy food, foods containing protein, and that containing fats 
and sugar. Bananas have been considered as one healthiest option for fruit consumption 
in Indonesia for many years due to its abundance and its impressive nutritional content. 
Sweet tasted bananas are eaten raw as fruits or sometimes processed to become syrup, 
while cooked bananas and plantains are boiled, steamed, fried, roasted, baked, blended, 
or sliced as chips and dehydrated. Bananas provide an excellent source of nutrients that 
includes vitamins, riboflavin, as well as fiber. Banana is also one of the richest sources of 
potassium –a nutrient that acts as an electrolyte and helps to regulate blood pressure, 
maintain heart health, and to support digestion. They also contain significant amounts of 
pro-vitamin A, vitamin B6, vitamin C, manganese, magnesium, copper, and other 
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carotenoids, which is necessary for protection against anemia and vitamin deficiency. 
Carotenoid-rich foods may also protect against diabetes, heart disease, and certain 
cancers, which are serious emerging problems in Indonesia.  
 
Fig 6. Traditional banana market in Lumajang, East Java 
Source: Ethnographic research by the author 
 
Fig 7. Banana leaves and hearts in modern supermarket in Bandung, West Java 
Source: Ethnographic research by the author 
2. Traditional medicinal purpose.  
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     The entire flower bud can be cooked as a vegetable, either raw or steamed with dips 
or cooked in soups and curries. All parts of the bracts and the heart are edible, and it is 
also known as one ingredient of traditional Javanese herb (or ‘jamu’). The tender core of 
the banana plant’s trunk is also used as vegetables in traditional cuisine. The water of the 
stems can also be used to cure dysentery and as a natural antidote. 
3. Use in farming.  
     Banana plants produce copious amounts of vegetative mass that, upon composting, 
produces a significant amount of natural organic matter. When they grow on steep, soil-
covered banks, they can suppress many weeds and bring shade to surrounding plants. 
The banana tree can also be used as a media planter for vegetables when it is cut and 
holed up to contain soil and vegetable seeds. Also, banana trunks are also a suitable 
medium in earthworm or snails farming. An excessive amount of banana leaves usually 
processed into fertilizer. 
   
Fig 8. Banana trunks as vegetable planter 
Source: http://smpn1krlewas.blogspot.jp/2014/02/memanfaatkan-gedebog-pisang-untuk html, retrieved on 
August 2015 
4. Ornamental functions.  
     Bananas are ideally suited for home gardens and thrive under a wide range of 
landscapes from the backyard to coastal resorts. Dwarf varieties are relatively wind-
tolerant and disease-resistant. Some areas also grow bananas as living fences for their 
rice fields or gardens, since the plants absorb noise well, proliferate, and can block the 
view. 
5. Forage for animals.  
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     Most parts of the banana plants such as the fruits, stems, leaves, and trunks contain 
nutrition that are beneficial as animal fodder especially cattle. Farmers cut up banana 
trunks and leave into small pieces –sometimes also fermented for several days before 
feeding them to their buffalo, cows, and goats. 
   
Fig 9. Banana trunks as cattle food 
Source: http://kelompoktaniternakberkahjaya.blogspot.jp/, retrieved on July 2015 
6. Raft making.  
     Banana trunks or pseudo stems are floatable and occasionally used as a raft in the 
river used since long time ago. When the overflowing river flooded Bojonegoro and 
surround the area study during monsoon in 2004, locals use banana trunks as rafts to 
transport them between shelters. 
7. Fiber extraction.  
     Leaf and banana plant fiber has long been a source of high-quality textiles that are 
used to make string, thread, cloth, rope, mats, or processed into papers.  
8. Food wrapping.  
     Banana leaves are widely used as food container and eating utensils. Banana leaves 
are large, flexible, waterproof, and utilized in the cooking process, packing and wrapping 
foods for steaming or grilling, whether in daily consumption or ceremonial use. In the 
grilling process, banana leaves contain the juices of the food and protect food from 
burning while adding a subtle of sweet flavor. Banana leaves are also used as 




Fig 10. Examples of Traditional Food Wrapper made of Banana Leaf 
Source: Ethnographic research by the author 
       In Javanese food culture, the author divides the use of banana leaf in the cooking and 
wrapping process into two categories based on the necessities. The first type is for the 
ritual purpose, such as below: 
 
Fig 11. Three types of Banana Leaf for Ritual Necessities 
Source: Illustrated by the author 
     Three types of banana leaf as seen in Figure 6 above are always used in various 
selametan to place the conic rice and other complementary foods. Meanwhile, for 
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informal occasions or traditions, the familiar shapes of the banana leaf trays or 
wrappings are as seen as Figure 7 below: 
 
Fig 12. Nine types of Banana Leaf in Traditional Purpose 
Source: Illustrated by the author 
9. Ceremonial use.  
     Banana is one of the essential ingredients for various traditional Javanese recipes 
mentioned in the old Javanese manuscript, and since the 18th Century feasts until 
nowadays, the use of banana still covers the process of food preparation, cooking, and 
serving. In traditional Javanese performance such as leather puppet as seen in Figure 8 
below, the banana tree is the base for the puppets to symbolize the earth or nature.  
 
Fig 13. Banana Tree in Traditional Leather Puppet Performance 
Source: https://jv.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wayang_kulit, retrieved on August 2015 
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     Banana fruits are also an important part of offerings in Javanese traditional rituals and 
ceremony, up to modern days. As seen in Figure 9 below, traditional Javanese wedding 
requires a whole banana tree, particularly ‘Pisang Raja.'   
 
Fig 14. Banana Tree in Traditional Javanese Wedding 
Source: Ethnographic research by the author 
 
     Its presence is paramount for the event since it is believed to serve a purpose as a 
compelling offering for the spirits of the village, to protect the bride and groom from 
their wedding day and so forth. Banana plants philosophy according to a Javanese 
wedding shaman in a traditional Javanese wedding is as follows: 
 
“Bananas only bear fruits once in its lifespan, and then die. Javanese weddings are 
supposed to learn the banana plants way of life: bear a fruitful marriage only once in a 
lifetime until death do they part.” 
 
10. Other use.  
     Banana fruit’s peel can be fermented to become vinegar for cooking. Some older 
Javanese people also used to roll dried tobacco inside banana leaf to smoke. The large 
size of banana leaves is also sometimes beneficial to be used as umbrellas. The trunk 
and leaves are also common as traditional toys. Banana sap obtained from the pseudo 
stem or peelings that can leave indelible dark stains on clothes is also extremely sticky 
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and can be utilized as a practical adhesive. Meanwhile, the root can be processed into 




     The diversity of banana plants in general, and particularly in Java, can be traced and can 
be considered as an ‘artefact,' a product of culture. Various species of Musa attracted human 
interest in such a way that initially unconscious, and subsequently, conscious selection took 
place to choose which amongst them to serve important role and meanings in Javanese 
traditional customs. The long history of banana plants domestication is also a result of a 
coevolutionary process between human cultural practices and plant biology. In this particular 
case, ritual use has often been the engine for change in the various use and domestication of 
banana plants, including in East Java. It is not yet known when this selection and 
domestication process started. However, we may be sure that early crops are not have always 
been grown for food. Many parts of the banana plant, like leaves, are used for practical 
purposes (Kennedy 2009), and this field research provides pieces of evidence of the use of 
banana plants in the study area. Furthermore, this chapter also adds the details of the 
distribution and differentiation of banana plants in the study area based on the perspective of 
the farmers, since it has not been documented before. The field research results also 
confirmed how Javanese farmers view the banana plants as a sustainable source of income. 
The growth cycle of the abundant banana plants in the study area allows the farmer to harvest 
the plants continuously; thus it became a sustainable source of income with economic value. 
The concept of sustainability in the context of ecology is one reason for the banana plants 
utilization, but Javanese wisdom also shapes the way of perceiving the plants. The planting of 
the specific type of Musa for ritual purpose in the study area supports as evidence for this 
statement. The next chapter will explain further about the harnessing process after harvesting 
banana plants, and how it will relate to the philosophical values of banana plants in Javanese 
culture.
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Chapter 3  Banana Plants in Craft Industry 
 
     Presently, sustainable products with ecological concept emerge rapidly. This development 
generates the emerging of small craft industries using local plants, including banana plants. 
This chapter examines the challenges in maintaining the banana craft industry and 
encouraging the craftspeople to improve their livelihoods by implementing local values in 
innovation. Despite its abundance in Indonesia, banana plants are still less attractive 
compared to other materials such as bamboo, wood, rattan, or water hyacinth. Banana 
plantations in East Java are the biggest producer of banana annually in Indonesia (Statistics of 
Annual Fruit and Vegetable Plants Indonesia, Central Bureau of Statistics Indonesia, 2015), 
and they produce a huge mass of banana bark as agricultural waste which is still less noticed 
than other natural materials.  
     This condition gave the author the motivation to support the banana bark craft industry 
through various approaches such as adapting design strategy and cultural resource 
management. This research also enables collaboration between designer - academic, 
craftspeople, farmers, and Javanese people in general. Another supporting reason why this 
area was selected as a case study was based on the following criteria: 
1. The craft industry is located in a rural area in Bojonegoro, not a famous tourist 
destination area, but it is known as the biggest producer of banana fruits and craft-related 
materials made of a banana tree, which has been given significant roles in the 
development and increases of village’s economic state. 
2.  The craft industry uses abundant local materials, that is, banana bark as the waste of 
banana plantations with its unique feature, so it has an environmental advantage, and it is 
worth sustaining. 
3. The craftspeople have the willingness to participate and collaborate voluntarily in this 
research, whether to actively engage in the participatory projects and as informants for 
the interviews. 
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4. The researcher and craftspeople have similarities regarding cultural background, 
ethnicity (Javanese people) and religion (Islam). Also, the researcher was born in the 
neighboring region in East Java. These occurrences would help to accelerate the data 
collection process and to build a trust relationship. 
Based on these criteria, the case study of banana bark craft industry in Baureno village, 
Bojonegoro, East Java was selected.   
     The author participated in the craftspeople’s lives in several field research visits since 
2009-2016. The following section presents the description of the producing process of banana 
bark craft in the field site.  Section 2 describes the collaboration workshops and the 
participatory action research to pursue innovation in banana bark craft design.  Section 3 
discusses the confronted problems of craft industry and argues the effectiveness of the 
collaboration between designer – academic and craftspeople.  
 
3.5 Producing Process of Banana Bark Craft in Baureno Village, Bojonegoro, East Java, 
Indonesia 
 
     The producing process of banana bark craft is relatively simple. The main working places 
are situated in the leader craftspeople’s houses. During the initial research in 2009, the craft 
industry employed around 30 part-time workers that mainly consist of housewives, high-
school dropouts, and farmers. After 2010, the main workers are nine craftspeople and one 
leader. The workers are usually got paid 500IDR or 0.04USD per item depends on the orders. 
Nowadays, 1USD equals around 13000IDR, the workers are getting paid 1000-1500IDR per 
item, and if they receive an order to make 500 wedding souvenirs, they will divide it equally 
so each one of 10 craftspeople including the leader got at least 50000IDR or 3.76USD per 
order. The orders are fluctuating due to the market’s demand (mostly increasing in marriage 
season or after Islamic holidays), and design trends (particularly for orders from other craft 
industries that are using banana bark as one of their materials). As the economic situation is 
getting better and the payment also increased, most of the craftspeople are working there not 
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only for the money but to learn how to make craft product using banana bark that are widely 
available throughout their village.  
     Usually, the craftspeople come to the leader craftsman’s house around 8 in the morning 
after they have done with the housework errands, and go back to their houses around 11 to 
prepare lunch for their families. Around one until 3 in the afternoon, some of them go back to 
work in the leader craftspeople’s house, and some choose only morning time to work.   
     The craftspeople treat banana bark starting from the drying process for three until four 
days under the sun and then wiping the dry banana barks with a dry cloth. They then prepare 
the box for tissue container made of 3 mm cardboard paper. They glue the banana bark 
throughout the surface of the box. Figure 15 shows dried banana plants that are stored in front 
of a craftsman’s house. 
 
 
Fig 15. Dried Banana Barks before Production Process 
Source: Field survey by the author, in Permanasari (2010). 
 
     The storing process of dried banana bark often comes with problems such as humidity and 
rain splatter may cause fungus to grow on the banana bark sheets. To overcome this issue, in 
one occasion of the field survey, the author built a storage container made of aluminum sheets 
using the hot-air flowing system, which let loose the cold breeze from its surrounding, and 
capture the hot-air inside the container; thus it protects the dried banana bark sheets from 
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weather and pests. The craftspeople still use this aluminum container to store dried banana 
barks alongside the usual storage room outside their house. 
     After drying process, craftspeople then clean banana bark sheets using a dry cloth and 
separate it per layer. The outer layer of banana bark sheet has smoother yet harder texture and 
rich in patterns than the inner layer, which is usually softer and plain in color. Both layers are 
necessary, whereas the outer layer is for the exterior of the products, while the inner layer 
becomes the interior. Figure 16 shows the inner layer of banana bark sheet being separated 
from the outer layer. 
 
 
Fig 16. Separating Layers of Dried Banana Bark Sheet 
Source: Field survey by the author, in Permanasari (2010). 
 
     The next process is attaching banana bark sheets on to cardboard paper-box using white 
glue. Figure 17 shows craftspeople measuring cardboard box before applying white glue to 




Fig 17. Craftspeople Preparing Cardboard Box 
Source: Field survey by the author, in Permanasari (2010). 
 
Fig 18. Dried Banana Barks Glued onto Cardboard Box 
Source: Field survey by the author, in Permanasari (2010). 
 
     Almost all part of banana barks sheet is used in the production process; nothing goes to 
waste. Even small part can be applied as a decorative element on the cardboard box. In Figure 
18, craftspeople are applying a small part of banana barks sheet onto the side of the cardboard 
box. Afterward, the unfinished boxes are stacked for the last inspection before laminated with 




Fig 19. Pre-finishing Process 
Source: Field survey by the author, in Permanasari (2010). 
 
Fig 20. Final Product 
Source: Field survey by the author, in Permanasari (2010). 
 
     The final product as seen in Figure 20 is ready to be distributed. Each product has unique 
appearances, as the pattern of banana bark sheet is different one another. Craftspeople also 
add small rope made of banana bark to cover the edges of the box. It enhances the feature of 
the finished product, and also shows that banana bark can be processed into sheets and ropes. 
A rope made of banana bark is strong and durable, and the research village also supplies 
various sizes of ropes due to the high demand from furniture craft industry in other regions 
such as Yogyakarta and Cirebon, West Java. Workers are dominantly housewives or dropped-
out of high schools around the village as seen in Figure 21 below.  
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Fig 21. Workers in Banana Bark Craft Industry 
Source: Field survey by the author, in Permanasari (2012). 
 
3.2  The Beginning and Development of Banana Bark Craft Industry in Bojonegoro 
 
     The banana bark craft industry in Baureno village, Bojonegoro was established around 
1999-2000 following the big political and economic crisis in Indonesia. It was initiated by a 
group of craftspeople that concerns about the expansions of their youth overseas to find a job 
as a laborer. This small craft industry started its business in making handmade wedding 
souvenirs in Bojonegoro.  
     Suyitno, the leader craftspeople who is also the head of the non-government organization 
managing the banana bark craft industry in Bojonegoro, mentioned that the necessary skills of 
creating banana bark products are observation; thus it could be transferred without any proper 
training. He self-taught himself to make tissue boxes and small crafts for wedding souvenirs 
when eventually the market demand was rising and he needs to train other people to join him 
in harnessing banana bark into various products with economic value. Nevertheless, since 
most of the craftspeople in Indonesia including this research study area are grass-rooted, they 
barely know about design trends, marketing strategy, and management. They possess great 
making and crafting skills, but that does not reflect the worth of their craftsmanship in a 
monetary term. They often decline orders particularly from abroad, such as Malaysia, 
Singapore, Australia, and the US, because they find difficulties in organizing and managing 
the work within them to cope up with the requirements needed, such as quality, amounts, and 
punctuality.   
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      Initially, this craft industry was run by two frontmen. One of the initiators is a former 
manager of a private company who put bigger interest on how to make their products 
marketable and viable economically. The author met with this frontman in one overnight train 
trip back to the author’s hometown around 2008. The frontman of the banana bark craft 
industry used to work in various projects of UNESCO branch office in Indonesia and actively 
engaged in various projects related to small craft industries. After he learned about the 
author’s design background and interests, he invited the author to visit one of his side-
business projects in Bojonegoro, East Java. Meanwhile, the other initiator is Mr. Suyitno, a 
craftsman with only a high school diploma, who put more concern on the educational aspects 
and social development of the villagers. Both of the frontmen knew each other, and they 
shared the same concern in the abundance of banana plants waste in their neighborhood. As 
the two leaders had different purposes, later, they went on separately to their businesses.  
     Personally, the author partook in the reform phase of this banana bark craft industry when 
they struggled to sustain their business due to the declining market demand in early 2009. 
Later, the author was more involved in the socio-education movement led by Mr. Suyitno 
with his informal-education teaching methods. The collaboration between educators from 
informal sector and academia has various open projects that might not be vast economically, 
but in the long run, this collaborative project may attract recognition from local government 
and international organization. Moreover, the educational purpose is open to varieties and 
opportunities to grow, alongside with the never-ending process of exploring, researching, 
creating, and innovating. Meanwhile, leaning solely to economic purpose will put the sale 
targets as a bigger pressure and have an obstacle in product development. The failure of 
relying only on the economic purpose was proven by the demise of the banana bark craft 
industry led by a manager who put the sale of the product as the primary target. 
     As Mr. Suyitno actively taught craft subject using banana bark in local high schools and 
participate in craft exhibitions, the mayor and regent of Bojonegoro area became familiar with 
him. The local government often asked him to become an ambassador to introduce banana 
bark crafts of Bojonegoro to other regions either in Java, Borneo, or Sumatra. The local 
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newspapers also contributed enthroning Mr. Suyitno and his informal education and socio-
development program as a local ambassador with banana bark as a medium.  
     The recognition from USAID in this social-development activity started around 2014, 
where they granted the community led by Mr. Suyitno to construct a multi function building 
as a gathering place to facilitate informal education for villagers. Mr. Suyitno made the 
building functioning as a kindergarten in some rooms, a classroom to teach illiterate villagers 
in another room, and also a room as a workshop for the banana bark craft industry. As stated 
by other research reports in Indonesian craft industry such as Zulaikha (2014) and Larasati 
(1999), top-down approaches from government or NPOs usually does not give lasting effect 
on enhancing the industry. Most of the government’s intervention programs aim to provide 
training and financial aid, to arrange related policies and marketing strategies, but are not 
fully engaged in the innovation and capacity of the craftspeople. This research, on the 
contrary, tries to assists the banana bark craft industry by understanding the craftspeople with 
the local context along with their motivations and collaboratively develops innovation and 
strategies to sustain the coexistence of people, nature, and craft industry.  
     There were some previous projects of several collaboration workshops conducted in this 
community, including those that involved banana-bark craftspeople and design students. 
These workshops aimed to pursue innovative ways of treating banana barks as a craft material 
and also to introduce design product development. During these workshops, the author as a 
design academia acted as partners, assistants, and provocateurs by providing design ideas and 
insights. In a workshop around 2009, the author participated in the product development 
process together with Mr. Suyitno and around 19 craftspeople and introduced alternative 
techniques to treat dried banana bark and introduced some of the author’s designs, such as 
weaving the banana bark sheets into a handbag. This workshop took place in PKBM 
Handayani’s multipurpose building in Baureno village, Bojonegoro. 
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Fig 22. Non-formal Education Organization “PKBM Handayani” 
Source: The author’s documentation 
 
Fig 23. Craftspeople working on banana bark tissue box 
Source: The author’s documentation 
     From 2010 until October 2011, the author conducted the research with funding from 
Indonesian Ministry of Research and Technology through Institute of Technology Bandung 
(ITB) to develop the products of banana bark craft industry. In this collaborative workshop, 
the author stayed about a week in the village with three peers from The Faculty of Product 
Design to assist in the participatory workshop with four main craftspeople and around 14 
part-time participant workers to introduce innovative designs for the development of banana 
bark craft product’s design.  
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Fig 24. Workshop between Craftspeople and Design Students 
Source: The author’s documentation 
     This workshop promoted the potential of banana bark as a sustainable material and tried to 
establish an acknowledgment from wider audience, especially from design academia. Before 
this initial research, there is lack of data on banana plants as a production material, and most 
design students still have had little direct contact with banana plants. The benefit of this 
workshop, in the long run, was to ease designers to work with the material properly and 
enable possibilities on the future collaborative projects. Figure 25 below shows some 
products output of the collaborative workshop: 
 
Fig 25. Banana Bark Tissue Box and File Folders 
Source: The author’s documentation 
     The author and design peers experimented the existing design such as seen in Figure 25, 
and came up with product diversification. Later on, the author also experimented ithe 
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production process and invented a design in the Bachelor Degree’s Final Project, as seen in 
Figure 26 below: 
 
Fig 26. Banana Bark Food Containers 
Source: The author’s documentation 
     In management expertise, the author applied the formal education obtained at the 
university such as Product Management, Marketing Management, and Industrial Management 
into the real cases that were faced by the community at that time, such as the introduction of 
new designs to overcome the declining demand. With the increase of product design variety 
with better quality, market demand for the products of their craft again increased. The author 
continued to do market research to design product diversification. 
     Another collaborative workshop was conducted to introduce a new technique in treating 
the banana bark as a material. The author and the banana bark craft industry collaborated with 
leather workshop in Bandung in treating banana bark to produce a handbag with plaiting 
technique, seen as Figure 27 below: 
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Fig 27. “Aruna” Banana Bark Handbag (Patent registered under the author’s name) 
Source: The author’s documentation 
     Later on, the author continued to design another innovation as Master Degree’s Final 
Project, by working on trans-disciplinary study with other departments in Institute of 
Technology Bandung. The design outcome successfully unveiled untapped potential of 
banana barks as an acoustic absorber material. This innovation attracted international 
awareness and the author was invited to present the research result and prototype in Red Dot 
Design Museum, Germany. This banana bark acoustic panel also already was patent-
registered under the Indonesian Ministry of Intellectual Property and Copyrights. Figure 28 
and 29 below are the designs of banana bark acoustic panels:  
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Fig 28. Banana Bark Acoustic Panel Visualization in Home Theater Room 
Source: Permanasari (2012) 
 
      Fig 29. Banana Bark Acoustic Panel Visualization  
Source: Permanasari (2012) 
     Public’s recognition of banana bark craft products was also improved through the 
invitation to sell the products in INACRAFT (annual craft products exhibition held by 
Indonesian Ministry of Trade and Industry in Jakarta, Indonesia). The event was considered 
to be the biggest event for Indonesian craft industries, because not only attractive for local 
visitors but also for international attendees or ambassadors from other countries. 
Acknowledgements from local and international audiences from various ways are important 
to prove that banana plants are one sustainable and rewarding material, as well as to promote 
the industry and to increase the income along with the motivation for craftspeople. 
     The author applied a participatory action research approach during these workshops and 
identified the motivations from the craftspeople. The supports from the researcher will be 
effective when it fits the shared values between the craftspeople and the other actors involved, 
particularly in this case regarding the role and functions of banana plants that are commonly 
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used in traditional Javanese customs, to become a potential material in sustainable product 
design.  
     It can be concluded that the workshops had successfully introduced the importance of 
quality control, proper management system in storing, preparing, and processing the raw 
material into products, and also some insights about design trends and how to increase the 
interests from potential buyers, whether local or international. These processes also imply the 
intensification of bargaining position and the increase of power of the craft-makers in the 
context of market demand. The recognition of their strong bargaining position is important to 
overcome most problems that occurred in banana bark craft industry. Ultimately, these 
continuous projects brought positive results including both economic and social benefits for 
craftspeople, farmers, and every actor involved in the area study.  
 
3.3 The Unsolved Problems and the Evaluation of the Development of Banana Bark Industry 
in Bojonegoro 
 
     Craft industry fulfills to make human-made things with a practical use or functional ends, 
such as a container, cover, or support, or otherwise as adornment or decoration objects. Small 
craft industry in this research area utilizes banana plants agricultural waste to produce 
handmade craft products of functional or adornment use. They also use machinery to some 
extent, in this case, to make ropes out of banana barks. However, as stated by Dormer (1990: 
120), in some cases, handcrafting is the only economic way of producing some products when 
compared with mechanization. Advance machinery demands intelligent and qualified 
workforce to keep it going, thus are not suitable for most cases where the craft industry 
requires the machine only to support craftspeople’s work. Challenges for the craft industry are 
not confined within the issue of technical inquiries and design alone.  
     In craft production, the maker and the planner usually involve a single person completing 
the entire process, from conceptualization to fabrication (Fillis 1999: 34). In the collaboration 
process, there are some exchanges of ideas between researcher-designer and craftspeople in 
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creating product innovations. Rees (1997: 117) explained that innovation in design is often 
led by the market, while in craft it is likely to be directed by the maker as the product reflects 
the creator’s choice, self-expression or an experiment with materials and techniques. 
     In this research, there is a necessity to understand the difference between craftspeople, 
banana plants farmers, and designer-academia to know the nature and needs of each specialty.  
A reflection on how the designer and craftspeople work and generate ideas is also important 
to draw up an empowering collaboration. In proposing new product design ideas, the designer 
naturally works “by planning-inventing-making-doing” (Bruce Archer 1999 cited in Cross 
1982: 221), starting with exploring ideas through sketches or drawing, followed by 
prototyping.  Meanwhile, the craftspeople naturally work “by making” with exploring ideas 
through treating the material. Both are aiming for the same goals. Upgrading craftwork by the 
design approach should not be regarded as transforming craftspeople into designers nor 
eliminating the manual way of making products. In the case of banana bark craft industry, the 
participatory approach by designer-researcher considers craftspeople as much as a designer in 
pursuing innovation, because craftspeople are experts in their field. The collaborative 
workshops seek to understand the motivation of craftspeople in order to encourage them to 
improve their own design action, while the researcher acts as a facilitator. The purpose of the 
understanding is to find the best way to collaborate while maximizing their unique 
advantageous and disadvantageous aiming on the preservation of Javanese culture.  
     In most cases of craft industry, the buyer is the player who holds most influential power in 
the economic process. Potential buyers may notice the banana bark crafts in exhibitions or 
other media, and sometimes they may give orders to traders in other areas such as Bali or 
Yogyakarta, the worldly famous tourist spots. Through such process, they contact the leader 
of banana bark craftspeople community in East Java. As a representative of a craftspeople 
community, the leader’s role here is to communicate with the buyers, receive the orders, pass 
on messages and allocate tasks to the craftspeople group.  
     However, similar to the cases of other craft product in Indonesia, around the 2010s the 
demand for banana bark products decreased. Some problems occurred in the development of 
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banana bark craft industry, which resulted in the sales declining. As stated by other 
researchers in previous similar studies, rural craftspeople struggle to save their businesses 
(Cohen 1998; Dhamija 2008; Dilley 2004; Dutton 1983; Friel & Santagata 2008; Kamara 
2004; Liebl & Roy 2004; Rogerson 2000, in Zulaikha 2014: 1). The common problems for 
rural craft industries are the lack of product innovation, management skill, and of marketing 
strategies, and also the limited access to design and latest technology. In most cases, rural 
craftspeople depend on traders or buyers coming to the site rather than actively seeking 
customers. This situation leads to lower income for the craftspeople although there is a 
significant potential to market the products. 
     Not only the external issues such as the global trends and economic crisis but also the 
internal issues within the community had to be dealt with by the banana bark craft industry in 
the study area. As is commonly known in many areas in Indonesia, implementing the 
community development strategies in a village was challenging.  
     One reason is because the villagers were accustomed to accept the policies or decisions 
made by the government. Another reason is socio-cultural issues such as the hierarchy in the 
community, the village politics, or individual determinants that influenced the continuity of 
the program. In this research area, the banana bark craft industry was run by two frontmen 
with different purposes. They eventually parted ways and separately became the leaders of 
two craft industries. One was more concern with the socio-development issue, while the other 
pursued economic profits at the top end.  
     Other limitations were related to the human resources, availability of the material and 
technology, and the differences in internal views within the society also led to the tendency of 
conflicts of interests. Koentjaraningrat (1967: 405) also implied that the homogeneous and 
stable social relationships in the village do not emit the possibility of conflict. Aside from 
those barriers that affect the collective action in the village, the problems to overcome in the 
research area are comprised as below.  
     Firstly, the problem occurred when bad weather came for days and the rainy season and 
high humidity disenabled the craftspeople to prepare and process the raw materials normally. 
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This seasonal challenge causes the difficulties in the pre-production phase. The banana barks 
industry then actively seeks another way to make best of the limited material, for example, to 
produce small sized souvenirs, or to participate in craft workshops in schools nearby. 
Meanwhile, the initiator who focuses on the economic profits chose to store the material in a 
large quantity, which mostly decomposed due to the humidity inside the warehouse and led to 
wasted materials. In a situation of lacking the main material for production due to weather 
condition, the craft industry without a rush of production target has survived.  
     Secondly, it is most often that the buyers did not understand the situation of the 
craftspeople whether they would be able to fulfill the orders or not since most of the workers 
were Javanese who sometimes put their cultural or communal commitments to attend before 
work. In this situation, flexibility is an obstacle for the craft industry that struggles to fulfill 
selling-targets. Meanwhile, industry without a demand of production target in a certain 
deadline seeks out another way to improve their selling points: for example, they would sell 
and deliver banana bark as raw craft product material, whether as banana bark dried sheets or 
as banana bark ropes, to make ends meet.  
     Thirdly, it is the leader craftsman who decides the continuation of transactions. 
Specifically, the head of craft industry that focuses on informal education sector canceled 
orders in several occasions due to the seasonal causes or his reason. He admitted that business 
is not his real passion; his true motivation is to teach and share skills to other villagers about 
how to realize the most of the banana plants potential. His attitude and action affected other 
craftspeople surround him.  
     This exact condition has been explained by Fillis (1999: 317) in the research of different 
attitudes of craftspeople towards their craft business. Fillis classified craftspeople into the 
following types: (1) the lifestyler –who enjoys his or her life without feeling that it is 
important to expand the business; (2) the idealist –who has a strong commitment to art and 
seeks to generate a reputation related to the art field and is unwilling to accept the marketing 
and business philosophy; (3) the entrepreneur –a risk taker in carrying out business, so he or 
she is willing to accept the marketing and business philosophy; and (4) the late developer –
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who comes from a non-creative background, who is less likely to expand the business or 
accept “new” ideas. Table 7 cited from Fillis (1999: 319) below illustrates some of the 
characteristics found in the four craft business types: 
 
Table 7. Craft Business Owner/Manager Characteristics 
THE LIFESTYLER 
• Expansion of business not important 
• Unwilling to take many risks 
• Importance of quality of life 
• May or may not export; generally 
reactive 
• Unwilling to follow business and 
marketing philosophy and develop 
related skills 
THE ENTREPRENEUR 
• Risk taker (in terms of carrying out 
business and with the craft product itself) 
• May or may not export – proactive  
• Most likely to embrace business and 
marketing philosophy in the longer term 




• Risk taker (with the craft product) 
• Unwilling to accept business and 
marketing philosophy 
• Dominance of ‘Art for Art’s sake’ beliefs 
• May or may not export 
• Realisation of importance of establishing 
and building relationships and generating 
reputation 
• Views self as artist rather than 
craftsperson 
THE LATE DEVELOPER 
• Tends to come from non-creative 
background 
• Less motivated to expand business; less 
likely to export 
• Unlikely to accept ‘new’ ideas 
• Believe in valuing own experience of 
business and life 
• Able to bring ‘outside skills’ to the 
business 
• May find problems with existing 
networks 
 Source: Fillis (1999: 319) 
 
     Considering the characteristics of these types, the leader craftsman in this research area 
belongs to the idealist type and the life-styler. The craft industry itself has a collectivistic 
system regarding decision-making process, accompanied by the dynamic interaction among 
members. There is none to little pressure related to production targets. The leader also 
appreciates every member’s ideas to explore on how to treat banana bark in the craft industry. 
As explained by Holton (2001) cited in Zulaikha (2014: 37), the basis for effective 
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organizational team building is collaborative learning, and it requires a level of personal 
familiarity, intimacy, and trust to allow team members to respect one another. The 
communication process between the leader and members has built a stronger connection, 
encourage the feelings for sharing; thus it also enables the discussion of new product 
development strategy or innovation, than with control. This craft industry does not recruit 
new craftspeople, but the villagers express their willingness to join and participate in the craft 
industry as well as in the informal education sector initiated by the leader craftsman.  
     Price competitiveness is also a challenge in the current development of banana bark craft 
industry. In reality, to compete with other attractive cheap items from other competitors, the 
banana bark craft industry in Bojonegoro is still using cheap adhesives and toxic chemicals to 
reduce their production costs. The craftspeople are also ignoring the importance of wearing 
protective masks while working, although it is provided. Despite the effort and strong will to 
use sustainability as a solid ground, the matter of economic constraint seems to be a 
significant factor that influences their performance. 
     The recent and upcoming challenge for the development of banana bark craft industry is 
the global economy and free trade market system. While Indonesian government focuses on 
low-cost skilled labor strategy to attract buyers or investors from overseas, it is important to 
raise the awareness of the significance of marketing management in small craft industries. 
Eventually, the creative industry and craft sector will thrive to a higher level than 
commission-based or large-scale industry. The craft-based design will play a major role as a 
foundation for this rising, and the products will combine innovative design, local craft 
techniques, and natural materials. 
     In the research area, banana craft industry is growing steadily, involving a collaborative 
interaction between around 26 craftspeople with hundreds of farmers and even more numbers 
from surrounding villages, which became craftspeople because this occupation could give 
them extra income. The expertise of the local craftspeople in this area might be recognized 
more if they start to receive overseas orders directly by online trading, not only through 
traders from Bali or Yogyakarta. However, this way of marketing could be a double-sided 
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blade for the craft industry, because the nature of this community is not in accordance with 
over demands in their production capacity, and only craftspeople with extraordinary skills 
focusing on high-quality products in large quantity will be able to continue to receive orders, 
while the majority of craftspeople with average skills could not cope with the market 
demands. The community and banana craft industry within it will be sustained by the 
educational purpose behind the economic reason for villagers' social development. 
     Aside from the economic reason and management, banana bark craft industry holds an 
important role in creating an independent and creative community in the research area, 
without compromising the environment, or their cultural values. Mostly because banana 
plants are ever-present in their daily life and also in Javanese traditional practices, thus the 
importance of the plants will make sure of the sustaining life cycle and availability of banana 
plants in Java. Their craft and design practices will also help to enhance their sense of 
belonging and nurturing the nature that gives the materials they need, and eventually will 
grow more employment opportunities through banana bark craft industry. The social 
relationships within rural communities will affect the village development and also the 




This chapter provides field research data on harnessing banana plants as a sustainable 
craft material in the study area. This section highlights the roles of banana plants as cultural 
products and how it affects the socio-economical state of the people in the research area. 
Related to the conclusion in the previous chapter where banana plants are considered as a 
valuable source of income, this chapter explores the meaning behind the use of banana plants 
after the planting and harvesting process. The main purpose of the field research utilizing 
banana plants in this context is to add values for the craft products. The research results of 
this section were mainly based on the perspectives of three types of actors, which are 
mentioned below: 
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1. Farmers: Unlike the previous chapter where the farmers only take parts until harvesting 
or preparing the raw materials, the farmers in this chapter are also involved in the craft-
making process. 
2. Craftspeople: As the main informants for this chapter, they work the material into craft 
products. The leaders of the craft industry were analyzed based on Fillis (1999) 
cathegorization of craft business nature, to ease the identification of the entrepreneurship 
style.   
3. Academia:  This chapter comprises the collaborative works between craftspeople with 
designers who introduce design approach to treat and process the material into products. 
The results of this joint project were products with enhanced functional, economical, and 
aesthetical value.  
Based on the data in the previous chapter about the category of Musa in the research site, 
the materials used in the craft industry is also depending on the availability of the banana 
plants that are used in daily practice. There are differentiations on the way of treating banana 
plants based on their significance in ritual or daily practice. The craft industry only uses the 
species of Musa that has no significance as traditional Javanese ritual necessities. However, as 
also stated in Chapter 2, the concept of sustainability as the main reason for the banana plants 
utilization occurs in every discussion with the craftspeople. The sustainable practice, 
particularly in maintaining the harmony of nature and people in Javanese culture, is a 
commonly shared wisdom and passed on through generations. The evidence and academic 
reports of this shared value are still lacking. Thus this study helps to fill the gap by 
documenting through a multidisciplinary approach and tracing the history through words of 
mouth, folklore, and ritual practices. The next chapter will explain the use of banana plants as 
a necessity in Javanese rituals and customs, to provide insights for further discussion on the 





Chapter 4  Banana Plants in Javanese Rituals and Customs 
 
     This chapter examines the use of banana plants in traditional Javanese customs, their 
symbolism in linguistic expressions during ceremonies, and how they contribute to the 
transmission of values in Javanese culture. The primary data for this chapter were obtained 
from an in-depth interview with 18 informants consisting of performers of Javanese rituals, 
elders or chiefs of a community. One particular informant is a female in her 60s, and she is a 
traditional Javanese marriage specialist or dhukun manten. She provided most of the ritual 
details especially related to the symbolic meanings of banana plants in the ritual food and as 
offerings or sesajen. Another important informant is a well-experienced pranatacara or 
master of ceremony for traditional Javanese rituals. He started to be a pranatacara since more 
than twenty years ago, and he is still actively being one in his 60s nowadays. He provided 
valuable data particularly for the traditional Javanese wedding where he led the guests to see 
the bleketepe and tuwuhan ceremony. One informant is in her 80s, another is a young adult in 
her late 20s, and other fourteen informants are mainly in their early or late 40s who also 
participated in traditional Javanese rituals and hold Javanese culture in their daily life.  
     The secondary data were obtained from books and articles including those from Javanese 
magazines.  The description and explanation of rituals by Geertz (1960) is based on his 
anthropological fieldwork done in Modjokuto, a city of East Java in 1950s, and so might be 
reliable to supplement the author’s observation and interview data.  Javanese anthropologist 
Koentjaraningrat’s book is on Javanese culture as a whole.  Poerwadarminta’s book is also on 
Javenese culture in general.  Bratawidjaja’s is a guidebook on traditional Javanese rituals as a 
whole.  The author has not found fundamental differences between the author’s own data and 
those found in the books above. 
     Data about traditional Javanese rituals start the discussion in this chapter; to illustrate the 
connections between human and non-human objects in a detail procession. In the 
explanations of each procession, mentions about the involvement of banana plants will 
highlight each description.  
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     Koentjaraningrat (1987:187) stated that tradition is as similar as customs, concepts, and 
rules that are integrated into the cultural system, and regulates human actions in social 
culture. Traditional Javanese culture is a variety of knowledge and customs that are passed 
down traditionally by the Javanese society and become a routine habit, for example, the 
traditional feast or selametan.  
     According to Geertz, “At the center of the whole Javanese religious system lies a simple, 
formal, undramatic, almost furtive, little ritual: the selametan (also sometimes called a 
kenduren). The selametan is the Javanese version of what is perhaps the world’s most 
common religious ritual, the communal feast, and, as almost everywhere, it symbolizes the 
mystic and social unity of those who participating in it” (Geertz, 1960:11). 
      Geertz (1960: 11) stated that selametan is the basic core ritual of Javanese culture. It is an 
event of gathering family and neighbors to eat together in Javanese traditional customs where 
all the participants are treated equally despite their social class in the society. Selametan 
derived from Javanese word selamet which means safe from unwanted incidents, happy, and 
content. This ritual is often said as a communal feast, whether for individual celebration 
events during pregnancy, birth, and wedding, funeral events, or large events involving the 
whole village. Some large ceremonies include the ritual before the rice planting season, 
Bersih Desa or village cleansing, and resik kubur or cleaning the ancestor’s graveyard. Those 
two different types of the selametan are derived from the Javanese philosophy about how the 
cycle of life has a close relationship with the macro cosmos and micro cosmos. According to 
one elderly informant in the ethnographic research, the micro cosmos represents the life of 
each individual person, while the macro cosmos refers to the humankind as it relates to their 
environment. Based on the interview, a good micro cosmos is represented in a healthy 
pregnancy, birth, joyful marriage, and happiness, while a bad micro cosmos is represented in 
miscarriage, illness, divorce, and death. On the other hand, a good macro cosmos relates to 
the good harvest, sufficient rain for the crops, while a bad macro cosmos is represented in 
natural disasters, plague or disease. Javanese people perform selametan in order to achieve 
prosperity, protection, happiness, and God’s blessings. Geertz (1960: 14) stated that the goals 
74
of holding selametan are psychological, which is to hope for the absence of emotional 
disturbance or aggressiveness toward others. 
     Javanese ritual practices are heavily induced with symbolism through the offerings, 
particularly in mitoni or tingkeban ritual as one of the most important ceremony in the 
Javanese culture (Geertz, 1960: 41), as explained further later in the section below. The 
purpose of almost all Javanese rituals is to rebuild the connection between the community and 
the guardian spirits and nature. Most of the time, these ceremonies –whether individual or 
colossal- give more attention to the distribution of the food called berkat that are believed to 
be blessed by the ritual performer’s chanting, and the villagers attend these feast to get the 
blessed food. Then gradually, selametan transforms its meaning as a concept and ritual in a 
wider scope that includes the creation of rules and collective agreement to conduct orders and 
precautions in ensuring the community’s safety. Below are explanations about some 
important Javanese customs to illustrate the significance of each provision that will lead us to 
the use and functions of banana plants in traditional Javanese rituals.  
 
4.1  Pregnancy 
 
     In Javanese tradition, a pregnant woman ought to do several rituals. Traditional rituals or 
ceremonies for a pregnant woman have passed on for generations in Javanese society. Those 
traditions are meant to pray for the baby to be delivered safely and will get blessings and 
happiness in life. The ceremonies or rituals take place in the second month, fourth month, 
seventh month, and ninth month of pregnancy. In every selametan concerning with pregnancy 
or birth, the conic rice or nasi tumpeng is usually the type of Tumpeng Megana, which 
symbolizes the hope for the baby to be intelligent, pious, and have a long life. This special 
tumpeng always have eggs inserted inside the middle of the rice cone, and surrounded by 
vegetables and side dishes. Meanwhile, another different type of rice cone called Tumpeng 
Robyong has a more creative irregular array for the side dishes. This type of tumpeng is 
prepared for various events such as birthdays, wedding, or other celebrations.  
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4.1.1  Second Month of Pregnancy 
     When a Javanese woman got pregnant for the first time, then in the second month of her 
pregnancy there will be a small celebration called brokohan. The picture below is one 
complete dish to be distributed to the attendees of brokohan: 
 
Fig 30. One complete dish in brokohan. 
Source: Ethnographic research by the author. 
There are certain Javanese foods in provisioning this ritual, which is mentioned as below: 
a. Conic rice or nasi tumpeng with cooked vegetables, placed on a banana leaf. The kind 
of the vegetables should be in odd numbers, such as 5, 7, 9, or 11 kinds of cooked 
vegetable meals. 
b. White porridge or jenang putih made of rice-flour and coconut milk. 
c. Red porridge or jenang merah made of rice, coconut milk, and palm sugar. 
d. Red and white porridge or jenang merah putih, a red porridge with white porridge on 
top of it. 
e. Jenang boro-boro or jenang katul, porridge made of rice husk that has tender brownish 
texture, and sprinkled with palm sugar and grated coconut. All porridges in this ritual 
are placed in bowls made of a folded banana leaf. 
f. Various traditional market snacks wrapped in banana leaf and fruits placed on bamboo 
tray, such as wajik (diamond-shape snack made of sweet sticky rice), jadah (savory 
snack made of sticky-rice dough with coconut milk), cenil (made of sago and tapioca, 
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with chewy texture and the taste is mixed of salty -from the salt added to the shredded 
coconut meat- and sweet -from the granulated sugar added before consumption), lapis 
(layered colorful steamed traditional cake made of glutinous rice flour, coconut, and 
sugar), onde-onde (crisp and chewy fried pastry made from glutinous rice flour filled 
with sweet green beans, coated with sesame seeds on the outside), bengkuang/besusu 
fruit (milk tuber), cucumber, banana, rambutan, and duku/langsat fruit (lanzone). 
g. Kembang borehan, traditional flower arrangement consists of three kinds flowers in 
white colors, which are kanthil, melati (jasmine), and white rose, poured with boreh or 
shredded spices. This flower arrangement has a philosophical meaning as a reminder to 
keep our life in good manners and pure intentions. 
 
Fig 31. One set of flowers for kembang borehan. 
Source: Ethnographic research by the author. 
4.1.2  Fourth Month of Pregnancy 
     In the fourth month of pregnancy, an expectant mother also ought to do another selametan 
called ngupati. Ngupati has meanings as “celebrating the fourth (papat in Javanese means 
‘four’ in English) with kupat or ketupat (traditional cooked rice shaped in diamond, covered 
by young coconut leaves).” Several traditional Javanese foods in this ngupati event are as 
below: 
a. Nasi uduk or nasi punar, yellow rice cooked with turmeric placed on a banana leaf. The 
side dishes should include sambal goreng ati, buffalo meat, and internal organs of the 
cow such as heart and liver. 
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b.  Kue apem, a traditional Javanese snack made of fermented rice and palm sugar, served 
on banana leaf. 
c. Ketupat, traditional cooked rice folded by young coconut leaves or janur. In this event, 
there are three shapes of ketupat: kupat sinta, kupat luwar, and kupat jago. 
 
4.1.3  Seventh Month of Pregnancy or mitoni 
      Mitoni or also often called as tingkeban is the traditional ceremony for first-time 
pregnancy at the seventh-month period of pregnancy. It is a ritual that one can hold it in pre-
arranged and certain time and descended for generations. The symbolic meaning of utensils 
and components in mitoni ritual is to ask security and protection for the prospective mother, 
the infant, participants of ritual and the whole community from Allah God Almighty.  
     This Mitoni Ceremony is considered as the most special ceremonial event during 
pregnancy, because of its philosophical meanings and ritual complexities in welcoming the 
baby. Mitoni derived from the word pitu, which means ‘seven.' A Javanese woman that is 
having her first pregnancy ought to do this ritual in her seventh-month pregnancy 
(Poerwadarminta, 1939: 534). In this ceremony, the pregnant woman is bathed with air 
kembang setaman, water from seven different water sources mixed with flowers such as rose, 
kenanga, kantil, in the bathing ceremony called siraman. Several amenities for mitoni 
ceremony includes a chair for the pregnant woman during the bathing ceremony, the water 
from seven water source filled with flowers or air kembang setaman put inside a bokor 
(traditional water jug made of copper), and siwur made of coconut shell for the media of 
pouring the water. Alongside with that, other amenities are boreh or particular flowers of 
white color to exchange the function of regular soap to be applied on the pregnant woman’s 
body, kendi or traditional Javanese water jug made of clay for the last step of the bathing 
ritual, hen’s egg, two ivory coconuts or kelapa gading with illustration of Kamajaya and 
Kamaratih, and seven long batik cloth. A pair of ivory coconuts is seen as Figure 32 below.  
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Fig 32. Ivory coconuts /kelapa gading for mitoni 
Source: Ethnographic research by the author. 
 
The mitoni ceremony also has requirements concerning with the involvement of banana plants 
in the food to be served. The detail summary of the required food for mitoni ritual excerpt 
from Bratawidjaja (1988: 26-31) and Geertz (1960: 38-45) is as below: 
a. Tumpeng kuat (“strong” conic rice). 
To make this kind of conic rice, traditional ways of cooking by using dandang is used. 
On a wide banana leaf, the largest conic rice will be placed in the center, surrounded by 
six smaller conic rice. The side dishes are consist of non-spicy cooked vegetables, 35 
boiled eggs, salted fish that are fried only using a small amount of coconut oil, tofu, 
and tempeh, and big chili pepper with eggplant as garnish. This set of conic rice is 
meant as praying for the baby to be a healthy and vigorous individual later in life.   
b. Various traditional market snacks placed on a bamboo-weaving tray covered by banana 
leaf, for example: wajik, kue lapis, jadah, mendut, onde-onde, bolu, and other snacks 
such as cucumber, milk tuber, rambutan, banana, salacca, and boiled peanuts. 
c. Dawet that are made of grass jelly and poured by coconut milk, palm sugar, and 
pandan (screw pine) leaves. 
d. Rujak legi as it has refreshing effects, made of mixed fruits such as cucumber, mango, 
star fruit, milk tuber, water guava, and banana poured by spicy palm sugar sauce. It also 
has another meaning as it symbolizes a prayer for the baby to be refreshment for the 
heart of the family. According to Geertz (1960: 40), rujak is the most distinctive 
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element of mitoni, because rujak does not occur in other selametans. It is said that if 
the rujak tastes spicy for the prospective mother she will have a girl, but if it tastes flat 
to her she will have a boy. 
 
Fig 33. Rujak legi for mitoni 
Source: Ethnographic research by the author 
 
e. Keleman, or foods made of seven kinds of bulbous plants or food plants that grow 
below the ground such as yam, potato, carrot, cassava, parsnip, arrowroot, and sweet 
potatoes.  
f. A pair of Ayam bekakak or ayam ingkung, a traditional Javanese roasted chicken, 
served on banana leaf, represents the baby while in the fetal position. 
 
Fig 34. Ayam Ingkung and conic rice for mitoni. 
Source: Ethnographic research by the author. 
 
g. Three kinds of rice mush: Bubur putih or white porridge, bubur merah or red porridge 
(made so by adding coconut sugar), and bubur sengkala or literally “misfortune 
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porridge” as the combination of the two. The white porridge represents the “water” of 
the mother, the red the “water” of the father, and their mixture (bubur sengkala) is 
considered especially efficacious for preventing the entrance of harmful spirits. All of 
the three porridges are served in bowls made of folded banana leaf called takir 
plonthong, white around the outside and red in the center of the dish. 
 
Fig 35. Bubur merah putih and bubur sengkala for mitoni. 
Source: Ethnographic research by the author. 
h. Ketupat lepet and penyon or pleret (a traditional snack made of steamed rice flour, 
divided and colored into five: red, yellow, green, white, and black, then served with 
coconut shreddings on top of them) as a complementary provision. 
i. Nasi kuning or turmeric rice poured by telur dadar or omelet, teri goreng or fried 
anchovy, rempah (a traditional Javanese side dish made of fried tempeh mixed with 
shrimp paste and other ingredients), and fried chicken. 
 
4.1.4  Ninth Month of Pregnancy 
     Getting near the birthing day, there will be another ritual called selametan jenang procot 
or also known as procotan to pray for an easy delivery process. Jenang procot is a traditional 
Javanese porridge made of rice-flour poured by liquid palm sugar and a particular type of 
banana (pisang Raja or King banana). Different from mitoni ritual, this procotan ritual is held 
not only in the first pregnancy but also in every pregnancy in an odd number, for example on 
the third or fifth pregnancy. 
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4.2  Birth 
 
     Whether a woman gives birth at her house or a hospital, every family members, friends, 
neighbors will come over and happily welcome the baby in post-delivery ceremony and 
rituals. Aside from delivering the happy news about the baby’s safe delivery, the family 
members and neighbors are coming to help in preparing various kinds of selametan. Geertz 
(1960: 38) classified the selametan cycles of birth ritual into four: tingkeban or mitoni, 
babaran or birth, pasaran, and pitonan. In this section, the author combines the 
ethnographical data from field research and various literature on traditional Javanese rituals 
including Geertz’ one, to classify the selametan in welcoming a newborn baby into: mendhem 
ari-ari, brokohan, sepasaran, puputan, selapanan, tiga lapan, lima lapan, and tujuh lapan. 
 
4.2.1  Mendhem Ari-ari 
     This ceremony is a ritual to bury the baby’s umbilical cord. Before the burying, the ritual 
performers clean the cord and afterbirth, wrapped it in white muslin, place it into a kendhi 
(Javanese pottery to store water) or coconut shell, salted, and then covered in a banana leaf. 
Then, the ritual performer puts lemper (a traditional snack made of glutinous rice wrapped in 
banana leaf) on top of the kendhi. Afterward, the kendhi is carried by the father of the baby to 
the right sight of the house’s main door and buried there. After the burying process, the burial 
ground is lightening up by a small lamp or candle until 35 days.  
 
4.2.2  Selamatan Babaran 
     Geertz (1960: 45) mentioned that the main feature of this small selametan is a dish of rice 
meal with a peeled banana in the middle of it to symbolize an easy birth. This ceremony takes 
place in the new mother’s house when mendhem ari-ari as the first ritual is done, attended by 
dukun bayi (the midwife), neighboring mothers, and also families. Usually, the families with 
neighbors bring presents for the baby and have all night to talk about old stories such as 
82
“Babad Tanah Jawa”, “Mahabharata”, “Ramayana” or sometimes they will hold a Macapatan 
or sing Javanese old nursery rhymes, led by the midwife. After the ceremonial feast is done, 
the guests will bring home berkat or the prepared food in bamboo weaving basket covered 
with a banana leaf that is blessed during the ritual. Traditional Javanese food required for 
babaran is similar to the provisions for the ritual of the second month of pregnancy, except 
that this after-birth ritual includes raw eggs of ayam kampong as much as the amount of the 
baby’s neptu (traditional Javanese counting system and numbers based on the lunar moon). 
Geertz (1960: 47) mentioned that the presence of a whole chicken egg is a distinctive mark in 
this selametan to symbolize the pre-birth condition before one is born. 
 
4.2.3  Selamatan Sepasaran 
     After the baby is five days old or sepasar, the family will hold a somewhat larger 
selamatan than the previous one. This ceremony is also the naming day where the baby’s 
parents give a name for the baby. The food in this ritual consists of a regular menu of 
selametan, particularly from mitoni or tingkeban minus the rujak legi. The menu for this 
rituals includes conic rice complete with the side dishes, boiled eggs fried, salted fish, red and 
white porridge or jenang merah putih, and various traditional market snacks or jajan such as 
fish chips, candied rice crackers, etc. Not only for adults, but children around the house are 
also invited to this selametan. In addition to sesajen that are also prepared during the time of 
this ritual, Geertz (1960: 49) also mentioned about traditional practices associated with 
pasaran such as placing pointed pineapple leaves at each of the four corners around the house 
to hurt any spirit with malicious intentions. Thirty-five days after birth, the house will be 
cleaned up, and there is another selametan called selapanan with the same food as on the fifth 
day, but without the jajan from the market (Geertz, 1960:49).   
 
4.2.4  Selamatan Puputan 
     The baby’s umbilical cord takes different times to dry between three to five days from 
birth. If it is already dry and the baby has the clean belly button, this ceremony will be held.  
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4.2.5  Aqeqah 
     Etymologically, the word ‘aqeqah’ derived from Arabic. This ritual is based on Islamic 
custom in which the parents give a symbolic gratitude to God by sacrificing one goat for a 
baby girl and two goats for a baby boy. The ceremony takes place on the seventh day after the 
birth, and usually, it is complemented by the cutting of baby’s hair and nails. Traditional 
Javanese food required for this ceremony is mainly white rice, steamed vegetables, and hard-
boiled egg served on a banana leaf. 
 
4.2.6  Selamatan Selapanan 
     This ceremony is held when the baby is thirty-five days old to celebrate the baby’s health. 
Several rituals in this ceremony are as below: 
1. Prepare the regular menu of selametan, such as conic rice complete with its side dishes 
and traditional market snacks. 
2. Jenang merah putih or red and white porridge. 
3. Near the baby’s bed, the family place an offering called inthuk-inthuk or small conic 
rice covered by banana leaf, and they put garnish/ornament made of red onion, chili 
pepper, and egg on top of it. 
 
Fig 36. Inthuk-inthuk for selapanan. 
Source: Ethnographic research by the author. 
4. Holey conic rice completed by raw eggs, candlenuts, and kluwak nuts. 
5. The family will cut the baby’s hair and nails in this ceremony. 
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6. The first hair, nails, and also the dry umbilical cord then covered in one piece of cloth 
and stored carefully. 
7. After the conic rice is set, the family invites children around the house to eat together in 
bancakan. This conic rice will be prayed before distributed in banana leaves for the 
children and neighbors. 
 
4.2.7  Selamatan Telung Lapanan 
     This ceremony is held when the baby is a hundred and five days. The food for this 
bancakan is the regular selametan menu. The family invites neighbors and children around 
the house, and they will pray together before distributing the meal that is served on banana 
leaves to everyone. As for the Limang Lapanan, Pitung Lapanan, and Sangang Lapanan have 
the same preparations and requirements as Telung Lapanan. 
 
4.2.8  Tedhak Siten  
     Tedhak Siten or Tedak Siti, or First Step on Earth Ceremony is held when the baby is 245 
days old. The procession marked the first time for the baby to put his or her feet on the 
ground. One of the provisions in this ritual is a ladder or banana-tree trunk to place seven 
bowls of red and white rice porridge to symbolize the mother and the father. This ceremony 
implies a hope and symbolical meaning to introduce the baby to stay close to the Earth. The 
food to be distributed to the guests is sega gudangan served on banana leaf-dish, similar to 
the food for aqeqah. For most Javanese people, this ceremony completes the selametan cycle 
focused on birth, although some give another smaller selametan at twelve months called 
setahunan.  
 
4.2.9  Setahunan 
     This ceremony is held when the baby is already one year old, and the family invites only 
extended families and nearest neighbors. The selametan menu is still the regular one, with an 
addition of jenang grandul, which is a porridge made of rice-flour, palm sugar, coconut milk, 
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pandan (screw pine) leaves, salt, and balls of brendul that are made of round-shaped 
glutinous rice filled with palm sugar inside. 
 
4.3  Wedding  
 
     Traditional Javanese wedding ceremony or mantu is a major event that requires a 
complicated process, starting with lamaran or the proposal, nontoni or “the looking over” 
where the family of the groom visit the bride’s house and served tea by the bride-to-be, then 
followed with kepanggihan or the meeting between the bride and the groom. At the moment 
of kepanggihan, the bride emerges from the house followed by two virgin girls carrying 
kembang mayang or mock plants made of young coconut leaves. Kembang mayang – 
“blossoming flower(s)” are large composite plants; their stems are made of banana-tree trunk 
representing the virginity of the bride and the groom, two being constructed for each of them. 
These kembang mayang of the bride will be exchanged with kembang mayang carried by two 
virgin boys that accompanied the groom.  
 
Fig 37. A Javanese bride with a pair of kembang mayang. 
Source: The author’s documentation 
Traditionally, the bride and the groom (both are called manten in the ceremony) dressed as a 
pair of royalty as in their wedding day they ought to be a king and a queen. This section only 
explains the role of banana plants as a prominent plant in provisioning the wedding ritual. 
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4.3.1  Banana Plants in Tuwuhan 
     Before the wedding day, the parents of the bride and groom will put on bleketepe in front 
of the wedding venue. Bleketepe is a decorative weaving made of old coconut leaves and 
complemented by tuwuhan in the left and right side of the front gate. The father with the help 
of the mother and their other child framed the bleketepe and opened the cover of tuwuhan in 
both right and left of the front gate. Tuwuhan consists of pisang raja or King banana, black 
sugar cane, kelapa gading or ivory coconut, paddies, and various kinds of leaves such as 
kluwih, dadap srep, and beringin leaves to symbolize the hope for the couples to have a safe, 
respectful, fulfilling and joyful life, and wishes for the couple to be wise in their journey to 
come. 
 
Fig 38. The father placing paddies to complete the tuwuhan. 
Source: The author’s documentation 
 In figure 38, the parents put a handful of paddies to complete the tuwuhan ceremony and 
symbolize their hope that the couple will soon conceive children.  Tuwuhan consists of: 
1. Pisang Raja  
The King banana tree is the crucial part of tuwuhan. Both of the banana plants on 
the right and left side should be the whole tree complete with their ripe fruits. The 
particular king banana tree represents the hope and wishes for the bride and groom to 
become regal as king and queen on their wedding day. The trees also should possess 
ripe bananas to symbolize the hope of maturity in the bride and groom’s way of 
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thinking in life, and that the couple will be as wise as a king and queen in ruling their 
household. 
 
Fig 39. Tuwuhan in the front gate of the bride’s house. 
Source: The author’s documentation 
2. Black sugar cane, each for right and left side of tuwuhan  
    The black sugar cane or tebu wulung is required to be whole, to symbolize the hope 
of anteping kalbu or the certainty of the heart of the bride and groom to embrace their 
life together.  
3. Cengkir Gading or ivory coconut  
     Cengkir is a young coconut in a light color; thus it called ivory. The coconut 
symbolizes the purity of the couple’s love and willingness to help others in need.   
4. Ron randu or cotton leaf and pari sewuli or a handful of paddy  
     Ron randu represents clothing, and pari sewuli represents food. This combination 
symbolizes the hope for the wealth of the bride and groom later in life. Some 
informants mentioned that paddies also symbolize the hope for the couple to be helpful 
to their surroundings.  
5. Janur or young coconut leaves  
     Janur symbolizes the hope for the couple to look extravagant and bright on their 
wedding day. One informant also explained that janur represents the hope to get nur or 
a light of guidance from God. 
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4.4  Funeral 
 
     The selametan cycle is also an essence of the traditional Javanese funeral, and they will 
hold a series of commemorative selametans within a certain interval. Geertz (1957: 40) 
declared that these selametans are a medium for the mourning family to produce the feeling 
of ikhlas or letting go of the deceased without emotional disturbance, and also for the 
neighborhood group it is said to produce rukun or communal harmony. Geertz also mentioned 
that of all the Javanese rituals, funeral procession probably carries the biggest obligation on 
attendance as an unavoidable duty (1960: 69). In the traditional Javanese funeral procession, 
selametan is a genuine sacred symbol to provide a framework for facing the loss caused by 
death. They will hold selametans at three, seven, forty, and one hundred days after death; on 
the first and second anniversary of death; and finally on the thousandth day, when the corpse 
is considered to have turned to dust and the gap between the living and the dead to have 
become absolute (Geertz, 1960: 72). 
     When there is a death in Javanese community, the whole neighbourhood will start the 
burial activities together. The banana tree is necessary for traditional Javanese funeral, 
particularly in the bathing procession. In the bathing rituals to clean the body of the deceased, 
five cuts of banana trunks are needed, each for the head, back or torso, hip, knee, and feet. 
The corpse is placed on top of the trunk of the tree, and there is a hole in the trunk covered by 
banana leaf for the head area. These trunks are halved, with the flat part used as the bed for 
the body.  
 
Fig 40. Illustration of Bathing Ritual for Funeral 
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Source: Indonesian Ministry of Religion (http://kalsel kemenag.go.id/index.php?a=berita&id=122020, retrieved on 
September 30th, 2015) 
 
     In some peculiar occasions if a person who is known to commit Javanese black magic 
died, their body and soul are said to be taken by the spirits, and only left banana tree that 
looks like a regular body in normal human-sights. These symbolisms found in funeral 
procession tend to strengthen the values that the Javanese people share in common.   
 
4.5 Village Rituals 
The large scale village rituals have often required the participation and involvement of the 
whole villagers. According to the informants in the area study, these rituals implies the need 
to maintain the harmony of the macro cosmos. Javanese people often perceive macro cosmos 
as events related to health, wealth, and prosperity of the village in general. In this case, the 
villagers prepare selametan in several occasions related to their environment. This sub-section 
explains about the roles of banana plants in three village rituals.  
 
4.5.1  Planting and Harvesting Season 
The ritual surrounding the agricultural cycle is commonly held to seek the correct day to 
start cultivating the land for crops. According to Geertz (1960: 80), the crop selametans are 
given only in connection with the cultivation of rice, not for the cultivation of dry crops, 
although sometimes someone will put out a small offering in connection with an onion or 
soybean crop. These selametans use the same patterns as in pregnancy rituals, where the rice-
growing season is treated as similar to a woman’s pregnancy. Thus there are several small 
scales of selametans involved during the rice-planting season. The most important crop ritual 
is the selametan for harvesting called selametan metik (or “to pluck”), which is still often 
carried out on a fairly elaborate scale in the villages. In this specific selametan, the King 
banana fruit (Pisang Raja) takes part as one provision complementing other offerings such as 
incense, rice stalks, and flowers that are placed on banana leaf baskets. 
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4.5.2  Village Cleansing or Bersih Desa 
     According to Geertz (1960: 82), the Bersih Desa or “cleansing of the village” selametan, is 
concerned with sanctifying relationships in space, with defining and celebrating one of the 
basic territorial units of Javanese social structure – the village. The ritual purpose is to cleanse 
the village from dangerous spirits. To accomplish this purpose, the villagers hold a village-
cleansing selametan, where they offer food to the guardian spirits of the village. In this 
selametan, each family in the village is supposed to contribute food, and the adult head of 
each family is obligated to attend. According to the informants of my ethnographical research, 
the feast for this ritual can be held in the burial ground of the guardian of the village, or at the 
house of the village chief. The villagers will prepare offerings along with the food for the 
feast. The offerings consist of kembang setaman or one set of flowers, incense, King banana 
fruits, and traditional market snacks, all placed on banana leaf basket. Some informants from 
the area of the western part of East Java or near the border of Central Java also said that it 
requires a pair of whole the King banana trees as similar as tuwuhan for the main gate of the 
ceremonial place, but informants from the eastern part of the site region did not mention 
about this requirement. 
 
4.5.3  Graveyard Cleansing or Resik Kubur 
 Similar to the village cleansing, the graveyard cleansing ritual is usually held to offer food 
for the guardian spirits by placing food on trays covered by banana leaf on the burial ground. 
The procession of this selametan is also similar with the village cleansing ritual, where the 
village chief will give a very brief speech, followed by the modin or the spiritual leader who 
recited Arabic prayer, continued with the feast of the attendees who will take a bite or two of 
the food, and ended with the cleansing of the graves off of weeds. The purpose of the 
cleansing ritual is to bring well-being to the village through the means of traditional gathering 




4.6 Cultural Adaptation and Changes 
 
     Historical traces of the use of banana plants in traditional Javanese rituals are mentioned in 
“Serat Centhini.” Written in 1814 by Paku Alam V of Surakarta Kingdom, this manuscript 
describes Javanese way of life and wisdom and also mentions the importance of banana plants 
in Javanese traditional ceremony and gathered-dining events (kenduri or selametan), which 
accentuates the role of banana plants as a symbol of Javanese heritage. To summarize the role 
of banana plants in traditional Javanese rituals and the change in contemporary days, Table 8 
below comprises the ethnographical data of this chapter: 
 
Table 8. The Role of Banana Plants in Javanese Rituals 

















Cooking Serving Packaging Offering 
    
√ √ √ √ (fruits) 
√ √ √ √ (fruits) 
√ √ √ √ (fruits) 
√ √ √ √ (fruits) 
    
√ - √ √ 
√ √ √ √ 
√ √ √ √ 
√ - √ √ 
√ √ √ √ 
√ √ √ √ 
√ √ √ √ 
√ √ √ √ 
• Banana leaf mainly 
functions as the food 
container of every 
selametan, and also 
provides the function 
as a packaging to 
bring home the food 




replaced by other 
materials such as 
paper or plastic. 
• In some birth 









√ - - √ 
    
√ √ √ √ 
- - - √ 
 
are not so many guests 
invited, banana leaves 
are not strictly used in 
serving and packaging 
process. 
• In traditional Javanese 
funeral, banana plants 
are a necessity in the 
bathing procession. 
This practice still 
prevails in villages, 
but Javanese people in 
urban areas prefer to 
use the service of 
modern hospitals for 
this procession. 
Colossal Ceremony 




Cooking Serving Packaging Offering 
√ √ √ √ 
√ - √ √ 
√ - √ √ 
 
These large-scale rituals 
are getting rare in 
contemporary Javanese, 
except in some villages. 
 
 
    From the explanations of various selametan cycle in Javanese ritual tradition, there is a 
common knowledge in the methods of preparation or the urgency of provisions as a crucial 
element of the ritual. The prepared meals in the communal feast, each symbolic of a particular 
religious concept, are considered as food for the spirits in order to pacify them so they will 
not disturb the living (Geertz, 1960: 14). It is said that the spirits consumate the food from the 
scent or aroma of the food, as a Javanese put in an interview passage by Geertz (1960: 15): 
At a selametan all kinds of invisible beings come and sit with us and they also eat the 
food. That is why the food and not the prayer is the heart of the selametan. The spirit eats 
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the aroma of the food. It’s like this banana. I smell it but it doesn’t disappear. That is why 
the food is left for u safter the spirit has already eaten it. 
      
     As mentioned by Geertz (1960: 41), in all selametans – particularly in the tingkeban, in 
addition to the food itself, the joint offering to both the spirits and one’s neighbors, there is a 
special offering for the spirits taken in their totality: the sadjen or sesajen. More or less 
constant in its composition, the sesajen appears in nearly all Javanese rituals and often 
appears by itself without a ceremony. The sesajen, the meaning of whose separate items is 
largely lost, is – along with the spell- the simplest and most elemental of Javanese religious 
acts and as such finds a place in almost every aspect of their daily life (Geertz, 1960: 42).  
     All the sajen are always placed in a large banana-leaf basket lined with bananas. Using 
banana plants in every aspect of life is a common thing for Javanese people, but no one 
mentioned why the rituals require banana leaf and not coconut or teak tree leaf, although 
those other leaves are also commonly found in Java. According to the informants as the 
performers of traditional Javanese rituals, the shared value concerning with the importance of 
banana plants in Javanese culture roots back to the philosophical and symbolical meanings of 
the plants as the resemblance of a human being.  
     Javanese people believe that following the rules and paying gratitude to the spirit realm 
will guarantee guides and protections from the Greater power. This philosophy shifts and 
transforms due to the Islamic influences, but still well-kept because Javanese tradition attains 
good values. The whole process of a traditional Javanese ritual is a passed-on knowledge 
undertaken by all members of the community, which gradually engulfs in their daily life. 
Contemporary Javanese often see traditional Javanese rituals as impractical due to many 
symbols within each action and provisions. The large scale village rituals are also getting rare 
nowadays in the more urban contexts where geographical proximity is less important than 
ideological commitment or differences in social status. Geertz (1957: 51) also mentioned 
about how selametans now tend to be marked by anxious discussions of the various elements 
in the ritual, of what their ”real” significance is; by arguments as to whether a particular 
practice is essential or optional. Nevertheless, Javanese people are still keen to use symbolical 
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meaning in various occasions, and they still maintain the essence of selametan despite the 
changes that happen surround them. Related to the unchanged values of selametan, various 
symbolical meanings also enriched the use of banana plants as an element in Javanese 
selametans cycle, such as the different use of banana leaf’s side as a provision in birth rituals 
distinguishes it from funeral ritual. In birth rituals, the side of the leaf that is dark green and 
layered with natural wax is used to serve the food, to symbolize the happiness, growth, and to 
welcome the new addition to the family member. Meanwhile, the funerals rituals mainly use 
the other side of the leaf that is usually dull, to symbolize the grief of losing a family member. 
The close connection between banana plants and Javanese tradition expresses the bond 
between human and their culture with nature, particularly where banana plants as a material 
also affect the cultural transformation. 
Based on the ethnographical data, the author tried to demonstrate that traditional Javanese 
rituals require complicated steps and provisions where banana plants are one of its prominent 
elements. This chapter provides comprehensive and actual evidence of the roles of banana 
plants in traditional Javanese ritual. This summary supports the conclusion of the previous 
chapter about the duty of Javanese people in maintaining the harmony between nature and 
culture. The next chapter will further discuss the philosophical meanings behind the 
importance of banana plants as an element of Javanese culture to complement the findings of 
Chapter 2, 3, and 4.  
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Chapter 5   The Philosophical Value of Banana Plants in Javanese Culture 
 
     The Javanese people are well known to be truly believing and upholding spiritual culture. 
Besides having faith in God, they also believe in the spirit of their ancestors, spirit of natural 
power and also in the power of their material belongings. They believe that uneventful 
situation, sickness, calamities, and evil deeds that occur to life are caused by the imbalance 
between physical and spiritual world. It is necessary to make relations with the spirit world 
through some rituals to keep the balance, to obtain security, and to avoid disasters. This belief 
of the existence of spirit world and the power of ancestor heirlooms in their surrounding is 
rooted strongly in Javanese cultural tradition, and it cannot be removed from contemporary 
days although they are partially changed, modified, or transformed.  
     As one effort to achieve secure condition and happiness, the Javanese people perform 
ritual ceremonies related to life and death events. Geertz (1960: 38) explained that the 
Javanese rites of passage emphasize both the continuity and the underlying identity of all 
aspects of life and the special transitions and phases through which it passes. The Javanese 
people have confidence that the rituals they perform can prevent potential troubles. On the 
other hand, had they failed to perform it, disasters would surely come. This premonition is a 
myth that is still existed in Javanese community who trust in the sacredness of nature, 
heirloom, and spirit of their ancestors.   
     Historically, the animistic belief of Javanese culture has been acculturated with new 
components from different influences, such as religions. The Javanese are rapidly entering the 
mainstream of contemporary civilization, yet the traditional value orientation is still preserved 
by the higher-class society. Koentjaraningrat (1985) stated in his hypothesis: "... whenever a 
culture or subculture in a particular class of the society concerned has an established ancient 
tradition and therefore a vested interest in protecting the great tradition, it will show greater 
resistance towards change than cultures or subcultures with few such traditions" 
(Koentjaraningrat 1985, 462). Landon (1949) cited in Geertz (1957: 35) stated that the 
religious tradition of Java, particularly of the peasantry, is a composite of Indian, Islamic, and 
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indigenous Southeast Asian elements. Javanese people are open-minded and willing to accept 
the different idea as long as those alternatives can be adapted into the harmony of their life. 
The flexibility in accepting aspects of new customs without neglecting the existed culture 
became one way to spread Islam by acculturating Islamic values into traditional Javanese 
rituals, with the emerging of Islam Kejawen as an example. Still, Javanese people highly 
evaluate harmony and balance where they live, whether the social relations in the community 
or the relationships between human and their surroundings particularly nature.  
     This chapter comprises of the analysis on the value of banana plants in Javanese culture 
and the perspective to view the plant as material culture.  
 
5.1  Banana Plants as A Material Culture 
 
     The purpose of documenting and analyzing banana plants as a material culture in the realm 
of science is to make valid predictions based on interpretations of social actors involved in the 
ethnographic research fieldwork. As explained by Davies (2006), scientific method – the 
empirical testing of hypotheses- can be distinguished from other sources of knowledge, such 
as:  
a) Tenacity, or tradition: “We have always done it this way. What’s good enough for the 
people who came before us is good enough for us.” 
b) Intuition: the ‘gut feeling’ that can not be put into words, which many creative people 
talk about when asked why or how they did something. 
c) Authority: religious texts; parents; famous authors or influential people. 
     In contrast, the scientific knowledge is cumulative and reactive, public (known and 
available for testing and replication), objective, empirical (measurable, based on evidence), 
and systematic which based on methods that can be shared, adapted, revised, extended, or 
changed by all scholars. In particular, the analysis in viewing banana plants as a material 
culture aims to understand how banana plants as an object have various symbolic meanings 
for Javanese people, substantial in structuring, transmitting, and producing culture through 
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various rituals and daily customs.  
     As explained in Woodward (2007), material culture is referred to something portable and 
perceptible, that people touch, perceive, use and handle, carry out social activities within, or 
contemplate. The term ‘material culture’ is often used in conjugation with ‘things’, ‘objects’, 
‘artefacts’, ‘goods’, ‘commodities’, and more recently ‘actants’. According to Woodward, 
there are some important nuances in meaning of each term, which help to demarcate the 
context in which it should be used. Woodward (2007:15) explained each term from the most 
general term to the most specific as below: 
1. ‘Things’ have a concrete and real material existence but the word ‘thing’ suggests an 
inanimate or inert quality, requiring that actors bring things to life through imagination or 
physical activity. 
2. ‘Objects’ are discrete components of material culture that are perceptible by touch or 
sight. 
3. ‘Artefacts’ are the physical products or traces of human activity. Like objects, they have 
importance because of their materiality or concreteness and become the subject of 
retrospective interpretation and ordering. Artifacts are regarded as symbolic of some 
prior aspect of the cultural, social activity. 
4. ‘Goods’ are objects that are produced under specific market relations, typically assumed 
to be capitalism, where they assigned a value within a system of exchange. 
5. The word ‘commodity’ is a technical expression related to the concept of ‘good’. 
Similarly, a commodity is something that can be exchanged. Objects enter into and out of 
spheres of commoditization so that an object that is now a commodity might not always 
remain a commodity due to its incorporation into private or ritual worlds of individuals, 
families, and cultures. 
6. ‘Actant’ is a term developed from recent approaches in the sociology of science and 
technology, which refers to entities –both human and non-human – that have the ability 
to ‘act’ socially. By dissolving the boundary between the social, technological and 
natural worlds, and emphasizes the inextricable links between humans and material 
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things. 
According to this theory, banana plants can be viewed differently according to the actors. In 
the study area, there are four key players involved in this research, which is: farmers, 
craftspeople, Javanese people, and designers or academia as seen in Figure 41 below.  
 
Fig 41. Banana Plants as A Material Culture 
Source: Adapted from Woodward (2007) 
 
     The first actor is the farmer who also sometimes becomes craftspeople in their spare time. 
They see banana plants as an object to provide a source of food and also as a commodity 
because banana fruits and leaves from the plantation ensure as one prominent income source. 
The second actor is the craftspeople that view banana plants as an object or main material for 
craft products. The third actor is Javanese people in general or the community who performs 
Javanese rituals and customs. They often see banana plants as an artifact due to its principal 
role as one essential provision in traditional customs. The last actor is the designers or 
academia that see banana plants as an actant because of their role in the dynamic of socio 
cultural life.   
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5.2  Evolving Role and Meanings of Banana Plants in Javanese Culture 
 
     In “Serat Centhini”, the explanations about Javanese way of life include details of 
traditional Javanese food culture. This particular subject mentions about the cooking process, 
the way of serving, and mostly about the ingredients. Three prominent plants in Javanese 
culture always exist in traditional rituals, which are coconut, banana, and paddy. The 
existence of these three plants is closely related to each other, and although they share the 
similar symbolism as ‘the tree of life’ for Javanese people, each has their philosophical 
meanings and importance. Coconut tree provides various benefits for Javanese people, thus 
makes up for the proverb “the advantages of one coconut tree are equal to the number of days 
in a year”. Paddy provides for Javanese people’s life as a staple food and contains various 
meanings in rituals. Meanwhile, banana plants in a particular sense are supposed to resemble 
a living being with a genuine purpose in life.  
     Banana plants are one vital element of offerings in traditional Javanese rituals. The 
symbolical meaning of the function as offerings for guardian spirits around the village is to 
protect the safety of the villagers during and after the ceremony or ritual. There are several 
symbolical meanings concerning with banana plants in Javanese culture, and they become 
wisdom or guidelines as one informant also mention that the word pisang (or ‘banana’ in the 
Indonesian language) means pitedahing gesang (or ‘guidelines in life’ in the Javanese 
language). The symbolical meanings of banana plants are explained as below: 
1. Banana plants always grow in clumps or groups. It symbolizes the community and the 
strength of living together in harmony. 
2. Every part of banana plants is useful for daily life and ritual necessities. It shows that 
Javanese people ought to make use of their healthy body and mind to be beneficial for 
their surroundings, just as banana plants do. 
3. Banana plants can grow anywhere without any special treatment or intervention. It 
teaches Javanese people to be independent without leaving their responsibility in social 
life and community. 
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4. Banana plants are strong and have high durability in any weather. It implies the ability 
that Javanese people should look up to be adaptable and resilient. 
5. Banana plants only wither and die after they bear fruits and grow their adolescents. It 
motivates Javanese people to not leave the world before dedicating the best effort and 
preparing the youth to ensure the continuity of the cycle. 
     In sum, banana plants show consistency in being strong in a group, adaptable, persistent, 
durable to any weather and terrain, and bring benefits in their short lifespan. Those 
characteristics make banana plants as a symbol of motivation, resilience, togetherness, strong 
will and regeneration in continuous cycle, and also genuine intentions to be beneficial for the 
surroundings. 
 
5.3  Banana Plants in Traditional Knowledge Sustainability 
 
     The processes of utilizing banana plants in Javanese culture into cultural products should 
be documented in a clear and comprehensive way because the way of treating the plant as a 
material culture can be excerpted from a good traditional knowledge. In the understanding of 
the value of banana plants as a cultural product in Javanese rituals, the author come up with 
an analysis method to produce meanings for banana plants. The input process is the act of 
preparing banana plants as a cultural product, whether as an offering for the spirits (tuwuhan), 
or as an actant in craft products. The output is the symbolic products or artifacts made of 
banana plants. The input or act to prepare banana plants as an offering in tuwuhan employs 
symbols of communication and relationship with the spirit, starts with the process of selecting 
the raw materials –mostly use pisang Raja for ritual purpose, and pisang Kepok for functional 
purpose, continues with the objectives of the artifact production, the time of the production 
meaning, and the utilization of the artifacts. 
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Fig 42. Analysis Method in Producing Meanings of Banana Plants 
Source: The author’s interpretation 
  
     Cultural comparison of how banana plants are used in various cultures is indispensable to 
measure the further steps to utilize the plants. As an example, in Japan, banana cultivation for 
clothing and household use dates back to at least the 13th century (Hendrickx, 2007: 188). In 
the Japanese fiber extraction system, leaves and shoots are cut from the plant periodically to 
ensure softness. Then, the harvested shoots are first boiled in lye to prepare fibers for yarn 
making. These banana shoots produce fibers of varying degrees of softness, yielding yarns 
and textiles with differing qualities for specific uses, from tablecloths to kimono. This 
traditional Japanese cloth making process requires many steps, and all performed by hand, as 
cited from “Traditional Crafts of Japan – Kijoka Banana Fiber Cloth” p. 120. Meanwhile, as 
cited from “An Entrepreneur Story – Turning Waste from Banana Harvests into Silk Fiber for 
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takes the agricultural waste of local banana harvests and extracts strands of the fiber.  
     Another use of banana fiber other than for textile is in the production of banana paper. 
Banana paper is used in two different aims: a paper made from the banana bark mainly for 
artistic and decorative purposes; or paper made by banana fiber obtained by industrialized 
process from the stem and the non-usable fruits, and the paper itself can be either hand-made 
or in industrial processes.   
     The term sustainability is not only necessary in the context of craft and cultural artefacts as 
mentioned above, but also closely related with Javanese culture. Javanese people often look 
up to the wisdoms that are passed-on generations as a lifeguide to live to serve the right 
purpose in life.  
 
“Memayu hayuning bawana” 
     The ancient wisdom means, “to beautify the nature in the world”. It is a Javanese 
wisdom that is passed-on from generations as a reminder for Javanese people to fulfill 
their duty to maintain the nature. The nature is the place where Javanese people came to 
after birth, the place they are living right now, and will become the place they will come 
back to after death. Javanese people ought to live in harmony with nature, and have an 
important role to take care of the continuity of nature and human co-existence. This 
wisdom implies that Javanese people should not see nature and culture as opposite ideas, 
but instead to live in balance between nature and culture, and cultural development should 
coexist in harmony with what belongs to nature.  
 
     In Java, the coexistence between nature and the formation of Javanese culture dated back 
to the naming of the island itself, Java as from ‘jawawut’ or a type of paddy that has been 
planted in the island long before Hindu culture arrived in the 4th BC (Koentjaraningrat, 1984: 
37). Javanese artifacts and temples are often filled with relief containing glimpses of ancient 
civilizations, the king’s spiritual belief, and the society’s way of life, including their culture 
related with cultivating rice (Koentjaraningrat, 1976: 21-23).  
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     The close relationship of Javanese culture with the nature can be seen in the use of 
prominent plants in daily and ritual necessities. Based on the main occupation of the people as 
farmers who plant rice as their source of staple food, most Javanese rituals performed are 
concerning with the rice plants. In the rice planting and harvesting season, Javanese people 
will perform a village ritual to worship ‘Dewi Sri’, the deity that protect the rice plants as an 
assimilation product of Hindu influence and Javanese animism belief (Sri Mulyono, 1978: 
36). As one plants of the Javanese ritual provisions, rice or paddy is also an essential in 
various ways such as being processed for the main food, or as an offering to symbolize the 
wealth and prosperity. Another important plants that can be found in every Javanese ritual 
necessity beside rice and banana plants are coconut. Almost as similar as rice and banana 
plants, coconuts are utilized in various ways, but unlike the two previous plants, the latter are 
particularly producing fruits that are used in the cooking process in traditional Javanese foods. 
     The Javanese philosophy about the relationships between Javanese culture and nature has 
motivated the author to maintain this mutual cycle, particularly in utilizing banana plants as a 
potent local material. Chapter three of this dissertation explains about the collaborative 
projects between craftspeople in banana bark craft industry with design academia. An 
understanding of the nature of craftspeople is vital for the collaboration, in order to create 
knowledge sharing and to generate innovation through experiments together. Meanwhile, 
Chapter 4 explores the roles, meanings, and value of banana plants in the Javanese ritual 
cycles. As stated by Geertz (1957:52), a ritual is not just a pattern of meaning but also a form 
of social interaction. Despite the social changes, the selametan as the core of Javanese rituals 
remains unchanged, including in the use of banana plants as one of the selametan’s prominent 
provision. Not only seen in the selametan cycle, the harmonious relationship between nature 
and culture in Javanese philosophy is also seen in the leather puppet (wayang) ritual 
performance. Y.M. Lee Khoen Choy, former ambassador of Singapore in Indonesia, in his 
book titled “Indonesia Between Myth and Reality”, mentioned about the symbolism of 
banana trunk to support the leather puppets is to represent the earth’s surface of the world (Sri 
Mulyono, 1978: 117). 
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     From the analysis above, banana plants have a dynamic function and implications 
depending on the necessities and the place. Based on the ethnographical research supported 
by reviewing literature, the author has come up with the proposal of method in viewing the 
value of banana plants as a material culture. The model analysis excerpts the material’s role 
and function from the past, present, and future perspectives. This three point of view is 
paramount to enable maintaining historical values from the past and to harness potential and 
possibilities in the future, thus a key to ensuring the continuity of a culture. Figure 43 below 




Fig 43. The Role and Implications of Banana Plants  
Source: The author’s interpretation  
 
 In this analysis model, the three perspectives from the past, present, and future will 
provide a different approach to viewing banana plants, and might transform their meaning in 
the future. To analyze the value of banana plants as an essential element of traditional 
Javanese rituals, the perspective of the past usage of banana plants initially become the main 
point of discussion. The ethnographical data from Chapter 4 provides the reason behind the 
significance of banana plants in Javanese rituals. As a comparison, the perspective from the 
present condition helps to describe the functions of banana plants nowadays. The 
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of the abundant availability of banana plants in the study area. The findings from 
ethnographical research in Chapter 3 also adds the data of the functions of banana plants in 
present days and the prospective exploration through multidisciplinary approach for the future 
development. The proposed model to analyze the role and implications of banana plants in 
Figure 43 is expected to become one solution to identify the value of local plants as a material 
culture to sustain the continuity of passed-on traditional knowledge and culture. 
Chapter 5 provides the wisdom of Javanese culture that stresses the main duty of Javanese 
people to maintain the harmony between nature and culture to support the previously 
mentioned conclusion of Chapter 2, 3, and 4. Traditional Javanese rituals with all their 
complexity represent the form of this wisdom using local plants as a prominent element with 
a unique value. As one of the prominent plants in Javanese culture, banana plants are used to 
be taken for granted due to its abundance and familiarity. Gradually, their significant impacts 
on social culture and cultural transmission –particularly in the area study where banana plants 
are heavily involved in the past and the present time usage- will hold a crucial role as a 
passed-on traditional knowledge and a vital aspect in maintaining the continuity of Javanese 
culture in the future.   
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     The relationship between banana plants and Javanese people is a close-knit connection that 
affects many aspects of their life. Chapter 4 of this study highlights the traditions of collective 
action in Javanese culture, particularly in close relationships between the people and nature in 
conducting the selametan communal feast as their core ritual. Regarding with this issue, 
Geertz (1960: 61) stated that Javanese culture emphasizes the common value and the 
conviction that people ought to rukun or to cooperate and help one another in giving 
selametans. In preparing the provisions of selametan, the Javanese share many universal 
cultural values regarding the use of banana plants in the cooking and serving process, also in 
using banana leaf-dish and wrappers. From the in-depth interview on how Javanese people 
perceive banana plants, the author also found some common conceptions of the philosophical 
meanings and wisdom of banana plants as the resemblance of human beings.    
     Banana plants also attain a position of central importance within Javanese culture: as a 
source of food and beverages, daily life usage, and numerous ceremonial and ritual uses. The 
significance and functions of banana plants also implied the persistence of banana plants to 
their life goal –which is to be beneficial for others.  Not only terrains, but banana plants also 
can endure any weather, and they will still grow although we cut them as long as they still 
have their roots attached to the soil. As they will only die after growing new stems, they show 
us that they are making sure to create new generations before leaving the world. Javanese 
people also present banana fruits in offerings because it is perceived to be sacred with its 
purpose in Kejawen proverb: “moksartham jagadhita yaca ithi dharma”, which means, “to 
free the pure self from the world and come back to the soul owner/ God”. Also, the 
connection that links each conclusion of the ethnographical study in Chapter 2, 3, 4, and 5 is 
found in the Javanese wisdom that states the primary duty of Javanese people to maintain the 
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harmony of nature and culture. In contemporary anthropological studies, the concept of nature 
and culture sparks debate whether they are intertwined or should be redefined due to the 
tensions between their divisions. This research initially planned to understand the significant 
value behind the use of banana as one local plant as a necessity in traditional, ritual, and daily 
use. However, the multidisciplinary methods in this study have discovered the importance of 
traditional wisdom that acts as a fundamental belief of the people to ensure the harmonious 
relationship between nature and culture.     
     Another close-knit relationship formed between Javanese people and banana plants are 
found in socio-cultural and economic scope throughout their life cycle. Regarding with this 
matter, the development of craft industries in Indonesia has put a notion of sustainability as 
imperative. Thoughts and actions on sustainability have existed within many small craft 
industry practices including banana bark craft industry in East Java although they still have 
challenges to overcome. Some solutions regarding this issue are already established but 
mostly for the wood-based industry, for example, re-plantation programs to supply their own 
needs of materials. There are also fair trade projects initiated or facilitated by non-profit 
organizations or foundations that are concerned about the concept of sustainability to help 
craftspeople to respect and enhance their local culture and environment. These kinds of 
operations are still limited in the large tourism-based area such as Bali. Since Bali is 
Indonesia’s most popular tourist destination, it becomes an excellent craft outlet, providing 
products from all over the archipelago including banana bark craft products from Bojonegoro.   
     In the research study area, Bojonegoro, particularly the craftspeople community group led 
by Suyitno was once awarded by international non-profit organization USAID, aiming to 
educate craft practitioners to surround the village. The participatory approach used in this 
research provides an integrated theoretical framework combining several methods such as: 
anthropological approach to understand the context of Javanese cultural probes; lead user 
approach through brainstorming and mind mapping to generate ideas to provoke craftspeople 
and designer to think about new products or new ways in material processing; and 
participatory design that applied through co-prototyping. Participatory innovation resulted by 
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this research also includes some activities in anthropological design approach such as field 
study; some aspects of participatory design approaches such as sense-making, co-ideation and 
co-design, and lead-user approaches such as business modeling.  
      The innovations resulted in the author’s initiating collaborative projects between 
craftspeople in Bojonegoro, and design academia received attention and feedbacks from 
domestic as well as an international institution (Permanasari, 2014: 142-143). The benefits 
from these acknowledgments and recognition raise the awareness of the village’s local 
potential, and also improve the self-determination of rural craftspeople. It also encouraged 
more sustainable practices within the creative and small craft industries, supporting the fact 
that craft-making skills can be transferred and taught easily from one to another, broadly used 
in association with rural development in socio-economical context.  
     Nevertheless, the author realizes the work is not done yet. The essential tasks for the 
author in the continuity of the sustainable design practice in the study area are to maintain 
communication with the craftspeople, also to engage bottom-up strategies and not only rely 
on the top-down decisions by the government. This condition needs a proper coordination 
between the researcher and the leader craftsman whom the craftspeople tend to agree and 
follow. The role of the craftspeople leader is crucial in communicating the craftspeople views 
and ideas to higher-level authority, and the leader’s decisions will affect everyone in the 
community. The researcher’s role later is to manage the necessary communication process 
and to conduct collaboration projects that are deemed beneficial for the society. 
     As stated previously in the banana bark craft industry section, Fillis (2004) classified 
craftspeople into the following types: (1) the life-styler; (2) the idealist; (3) the entrepreneur; 
and (4) the late developer. Considering the characteristics of those types, the leader 
craftspeople in this research area belong to the idealist type and the life-styler, contrasting 
with the other leader who’s more capital-driven and entrepreneur type. The craft industry split 
into two bodies with different purposes and approach. Success or failure of such bodies 
depends not only on the economic conditions but also on social ones, as was shown by the 
cases of this research. 
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     Another significant value demonstrated by the relationship between banana plants and 
Javanese culture via banana bark craft products is authenticity. Authenticity can be revealed 
through the features of the product, maker, and seller (Littrell, Anderson, & Brown, 1993). A 
product that has special features such as exhibiting a handmade appearance, high quality of 
craftsmanship, uniqueness or made by local materials, may be seen as an authentic product. 
However, defining an exact meaning of authenticity is difficult, because the market or 
purchase also defines it. According to Littrell et al. (1993), for example, a tourist is an active 
creator of giving the meaning of authenticity in the souvenir-purchasing context. 
     To conclude, the relationship between banana plants and Javanese culture encompass 
various aspects. Not only substantial as a tree of life, but banana plants also mark their role 





     This dissertation summarizes how different disciplinary research approaches can be 
integrated to understand the transforming roles and meanings of banana plants in Javanese 
culture, with additional case studies drawn from the author’s design projects and collaborative 
workshops. The proposed model for analyzing the role and implications of banana plants 
worked well in this study, but a different context might give different results. This research is 
still in progress to enhance its significance in the study of maintaining local plants as material 
culture. Multidisciplinary approaches, particularly in Design, Sustainability, Culture, 
Management, and Anthropology will be advantageous to continue the research into 
collaborative projects with the government or other agencies.   
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